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The purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate urban school superintendents

'

perceptions and interpre-

tations of the school politics in which they are engulfed,
and to ascertain the extent to which their actions are

determined by their interpretations of the political realities of the communities in which they serve.

Focus was on the superintendents

'

roles in the process

of continuity and change with respect to the problems in the

city school systems.

In particular, the study sought to

examine how a small number of superintendents interpreted

a

broad spectriim of political actions and how they reacted to
these actions regarding several educational issues such as:

Collective Bargaining, Desegregation, and Decentralization.

vii

I

Further, this study attempted to determine how the
political

influence from the school system (i.e.
staff)

,

board and central

city, state, and federal governments, and

local interest groups compounds the turbulent political

struggles confronting superintendents in the administration
of urban school systems.

This study was divided into two parts.

The first part

involved the administration of a survey to a population of
126 superintendents from thirty-four states.

The superin-

tendents were drawn from the list of middle-size urban
school districts in cities of 100,000 to 300,000 population

published by the national office of the American Association
of School Administrators
items.

(AASA)

.

The survey contained 10

Five of the items represented issues which appeared

on the AASA's 1960-70 survey.

These issues, somewhat

modified for this design, were perceived to be critical to
urban school superintendents today.

The remaining five

issues appeared to be the most controversial, according to
some authors of the literature on urban school politics.

A

major purpose of the survey was to obtain superintendents'
identification of issues they perceived to be crucial in the

administration of urban school districts.
The selection of the subjects for this study was based
upon the survey returns in which subjects wers asked to

identify the three most crucial issues they face as
viii

superintendent of schools.

Those indicating Collective Bar-

gaining, Desegregation, and Decentralization were initially

chosen.

From this group, four respondents were again

selected out according to the following criteria;
of experience as superintendent,
f

.

and

(3)

(2)

(1)

years

racial /ethnic and sexual

geographic location of school systems.

The ^eco nd part of this study consisted of a case study

of four superintendents located in four Eastern states.

method used was individual
superintendent.

,

The

in-depth interviewing of each

Data were gathered from these interviews

through the use of an interview guide and included several
broad categories;

superintendents' views on urban school

politics; the political involvement of special interests
groups as well as the involvement of city, state and federal

governments in the operation of urban school systems;

collective bargaining, desegregation and decentralization,
three central issues on which this study is based.

In-depth interviews conducted with each case study subject in this study revealed that because of the open

acknowledgement of the interrelationship between education
and politics

,

the superintendency has become a political

position requiring communication with various levels of
power figures representing different economic, cultural and
ethnic interests.

In addition, the data revealed parent

IX

groups as a strong political force on the
issues of desegregation and decentralization.

Collective bargaining did not appear as a crucial issue
since neither of the respondents were directly involved
in

teacher contract negotiations.

Conclusions drawn from the study were:
1.

Superintendents 'are greatly circumscribed by a
number of forces internal and external to the
school system, i.e. school boards, parent groups,
municipal officials, mayors and local state and
federal funding agencies.

2.

Politics appears to dominate school governance
decisions, especially when school board members
are appointed by the mayor of the city.

3.

Because the position of superintendency has become more politicized than before, future role
aspirants under exposed to some form of systematic political training may meet with great
difficulty and failure in their attempts to
function in an urban school environment.

The researcher recommends replication of the study ex-

ploring additional topics more systematically and intensively

with a larger number of subjects in a broader scope of
locales.

She suggests that a larger number of black and

female superintendents be included in the sample to examine

their perception of both the internal and external political

realities of the communities in which they serve.
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

Several months ago the superintendent of schools in one
of America's largest cities appeared on the radio to answer

questions concerning the rejection of his proposed desegre-

gation plan by the Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare.
In the course of the interview, he asserted, "I see my role
as the educational leader of the second or third largest

school system in the country"

(Hannon, 1979)

.

In spite of

how this big city superintendent perceives his role, or how
he defined it before the radio audience, he would have been

equally correct had he said, "In my position as superintendent of schools,

I

am compelled to be the political leader

of the second or third largest school system in the country."
In an influential political science textbook, Banfield

and Wilson (1963) contend that the subject matter of city

government must be treated as a political process rather
than simply as a matter of administration.

This is so, they

argue, because the American constitutional structure permits

individuals and special interest groups to compel local,
state and federal officials to bargain and make compromises.

Consequently, there can be no purely administrative sphere
at any level of American government.

1

Similarly, there can

2

be no purely administrative sphere in the governance of
urban

school systems.

While education is

a state

function con-

trolled by state law, and school systems are legal creations

intended to operate separately from politics, they are

nevertheless political systems nominally governed by local
school boards (Gittell and Hevesi, 1969).

Within roughly the last decade and a half

,

professors

of educational administration, superintendents, and school

board members, among others, have become increasingly

sensitized to the political atmosphere within which school
administrators carry out their duties.

Board members and

ex-board members have published books on the subject (Pois,
1964)

.

A number of textbooks on the politics of education

have rolled off the press (Gittell and Hevesi, 1969;

lannaccone and Lutz, 1970; Kirst, 1970; Wirt and Kirst, 1972)
School superintendents have been writing articles recommending political strategy and tactics to professional adminis-

trators
(1979)

(Boyd,

1974; Black,

1976)

.

And recently, Riggs

has reminded other board members that they, too, are

politicians.

Campbell, Cunningham and McPhee (1965) main-

tain that the schools have never been removed from politics,
and that any myth to the contrary needs to be dispelled.

They also support Goldhammer's (1977) contention that the

superintendent cannot remain merely as an instructional
leader, but must assert him or herself as the primary link

between schools and other agencies of the community.

3

Nevertheless, the role of the school superintendent
in
the crucible of urban politics (Cronin, 1970) continues
to
be relatively unexplored by researchers.

Perhaps Cuban

(1976) was essentially correct in his assertion that we do

not know enough about what urban school superintendents do

politically, nor why they do what they do.

In fact, it can

be argued that we do not know a great deal more about what

they say they do politically.
In recent studies of the plurality of forces that shape

urban school policy (e.g., Peterson, 1976), the major unit
of investigation has been the school board rather than the

superintendent.

Since school systems are governed, at least

nominally, by unsalaried lay boards, this is a reasonable

research strategy, although it is well known that many
superintendents play a major role in policy-making.

It is

equally well known that school board members often involve
themselves in administering the affairs of the school system
(Watson, 1979).

Some students of urban school politics,

notably Rogers (1968) have argued that the bureaucracy at
central headquarters has accumulated relatively more
resources for determining the outcome of the school decisions
than has the superintendent in large cities.

Although a variety of structural factors contribute to
the erosion of the superintendent's executive powers

vis— a— vis those of the professional bureaucracy, the former's

4

relatively short tenure in office partly explains the in-

creasing influence of the more permanently established central office professionals.

Moreover, this widespread job

insecurity of big-city school superintendents must contribute
in some way to the paucity of empirical data concerning their

roles in the politics of urban education.

Perhaps the

pressure packed and emotionally charged conditions under

which these school executives work created in them defensiveness and unwillingness to expose themselves to any more

criticism than is necessary.

It is therefore not difficult

to understand why many of them might hesitate to submit to

interviews for purposes of research, even where their

anonymity has been assured.

On the other hand, these

practicing, often embattled, administrators must be aware
of the urgent need to build upon the scant body of systematic

knowledge concerning the school superintendency and urban
politics
The Problem

Three principal issues have had centrality in the
politics of urban schools.
ing,

(2)

desegregation, and

They are;
(3)

(1)

collective bargain-

decentralization (Gittell and

Hevesi, 1969; Passow, 1971; Wook, 1970; lannaccone and Lutz,
1970; AASA Survey, 1970; Gallup Education Polls, 1977).

The

research proposed here will focus on these three issues in
the politics of urban schools, and on the authority as well
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as power of superintendents vis-a-vis that of other actors
in the total decision-making setting.

this study refers to

(1)

the school system,

and federal governments, and
local community.

The total setting in

(3)

(2)

city, state

interest groups in the

The "school system" will be limited to

the central office bureaucracy and the school board.

As indicated above, top administrators in the central

office sometimes have vested interests in maintaining the

established order of things.

Their goals, values, and inter-

ests may nor may not be compatible with those of the super-

intendent.

To what extent might they facilitate or hamper

the progress of the superintendent in negotiating a contract

with a teacher's union, and what are the mechanisms by which
either may be accomplished?
School boards, appointed or elected, have cleavages

within them and, accordingly, represent divergent economic,
ethnic, racial, and religious interests in the community.

What are the sources of conflict, if any, between the
superintendent and the board in the resolution of certain
kinds of issues?

What strategies and tactics characterize

their struggle for power in reaching a decision on school

desegregation or on the decentralization of decision-making
concerning school policy?
To what extent, if any, do mayors or other municipal

officials participate in the formulation of school policy,
which this is
and what are some of the mechanisms through

6

accomplished?

How do superintendents react to the involve-

ment of municipal officials in the shaping of school policy?
Does the form of city government have any impact on the

kinds of relationships between school boards and city

officials in their efforts to resolve these issues?

School

decisions are also significantly influenced by state and
federal agencies.

School boards and superintendents must

increasingly attend to state and federal mandates and court
decisions, whose constraints and demands compound the

decision-making process.

What are the mechanisms through

which state and federal agencies influence school policy,
and with what degree of success?

How do superintendents

respond to the pressures that are applied by state and
federal agencies?

Finally, the superintendent's fate is

affected more and more by a multiplicity of interest groups

with varying political resources at their disposal.

These

groups may or may not align themselves into coalitions

depending upon the issues and upon their respective interest.
How do urban school superintendents interpret the power

structure or the patterning of community decision-making?
Is there an identifiable economic elite in the community?

If not, what plurality of forces is conspicuous in interest-

group politics?

What are the mechanisms through which these

groups exert influence?

Which groups work hardest at

originating proposals and bringing about decisions on
certain issues?

7

Since this investigation proposes to focus on superintendents' definitions of their respective political

situations, their responses need not fit neatly within the

conceptural rubrics outlined above.

Consequently, the

respondents will have the option of presenting and inter-

preting other issues that in their experiences are just as
highly politicized as collective bargaining, desegregation
and decentralization.

Similarly, school principals and

principals' organizations may well be regarded as more

powerful political forces than are central office bureaucrats.

If they are so regarded, the respondents will be

encouraged to explain why they are, and how they influence
political decision-making.
Purpose of the Study
Given the lack of information about the political

environment of the urban school superintendency, the purpose of this study is to examine urban superintendents'

perceptions and interpretations of the school politics in

which they are engulfed, and to ascertain the extent to
which their actions are determined by their interpretations
of the political realities of the communities in which they

serve.

In short, the research will investigate the

superintendents

'

definitions of the situation in regard to

school politics and their behavior in the total setting.
^v/ill

focus upon determining who has influence in school

1
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policy-making and how influence in the educational context
actually works.

Definition of Terms
The terms to follow are defined as they will be used in
this study.

In some instances, alternative definitions may

be found in the social science literature, since concepts

are defined to fit the theoretical models into which they
are incorporated.

Authority

It is legitimated power, in that the governed

.

agree that some designated person or group should have

limited power over them.

Authority is "the legitimated

right of the certified incumbent of a position to make binding commitments regarding the collectivity's policies and

resources, and to direct the activities of his or her

subordinates"

(Nuttal, Scheuch, and Gordon, 1968).

Bureaucracy

The model of bureaucracy formulated by Max

.

Weber will suffice for this inyestigation.

The structure

and functioning of the organization is characterized by
"a hierarchy

(that)

entails a systematic diyision of labor

based on specialized training and expertise."

'The

division

of labor specifies the area of action for which the official
is competent, the responsibilities he/she has in this regard,

and the amount of power or authority he/she has.

The per-

formances of duties is to be governed by written rules

.
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and by written records
taken"

.

.

,

of acts and decisions already

(Perrow, 1979).

office bureaucy

.

Hierarchy of specialized adininis~

trative units in which professionals, relatively insulated
from the schools, make most of the major decisions concerning budgeting, curriculum, supplies, maintenance, and the

The personnel and their titles tend to vary by city;

like.

however, the following is sufficiently illustrative:

Deputy Superintendent, Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction, Assistant Superintendent of Building
and Grounds and/or School Facilities, Business Manager,
etc.

the Superintendent is the chief executive (Gittell

,

and Hevesi, 1969; Peterson, 1976; Rogers, 1968).

Collective bargaining

.

"Collective bargaining is a decision-

making process which brings workers (as represented by their
labor organization) and management together for the purpose
of reaching mutual agreement concerning the rules governing

the conduct of work (Love and Sulzner, 1976).

Decentralization

.

The alteration of the governing structure

of the school system with a view to redistributing power in

the school policy process to permit increasing participation
of parents and community residents
1969)

.

(Gittell and Hevesi,

10

Desegregation

The restructuring of a school district or

.

school system with a view to creating a more even distribu-

tion of minority pupils (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
1976)

Economic elite

.

A small number of "power leaders," most of

them businessmen, who set the line on policy in city affairs

while an understructure of hundreds of other persons

,

in-

cluding the principal elected and appointed city officials,

merely carry out the policies decided upon by the very few
at the top of the power pyramid (Hunter, 1953)

Influence

.

The control that results from applying informal

.

techniques such as force or threat of force, domination, and

manipulation in power relationships (Vanfossen, 1979)
Perception

.

The process or product of becoming aware of,

or coming to understand something through the senses (Gould

and Kolb, 1964)

Politics

.

For the purpose of this study concerning urban

school politics and the superintendency

,

politics addresses

the means of influencing people and events so as to insure

that desired educational outcomes are secured (Frederick and

Greenfield, 1978)
Power.

The capacity to mobilize resources for the accomplish-

of
ment of intended effects with recourse to some type

11

sanctions to encourage compliance (Walton, 1968)

Power

s tructure .

The characteristic pattern within a social

organization whereby resources are mobilized and sanctions
employed in ways that affect the organization as

a

whole

(Walton, 1968).

Qualitative methodology
descriptive data:

.

Research procedures which produce

people's own written or spoken words and

observable behavior (Bogdan and Taylor, 1975)
School board

The board of education is responsible for the

.

establishment and operation of the local public school
system.

The board derived its powers legally from the state.

It thus is an agent of the state and also of the people of

the district whom it serves.

It serves the people of the

district in accord with the mandate of the powers vested
in it by the state (Morphet, Johns

Superintendent

.

&

Reller, 1974)

The chief executive officer of the board of

education for the administration of the schools.

The super-

intendent may delegate responsibility for the operation of
the school system, but (is)

responsible to the board of

education for its operation (Morphet, Johns and Reller,
1974)

Urban school district.

Urban school districts identified in

this study will refer to middle— size school systems located

12

in urban cities with a population ranging between
100,000

and 300,000 civilians.

Delimitations
This study was designed to make a modest contribution
to existing research about urban school politics and the

political role of the superintendent.

Moreover, the process

of conducting indepth interviews with various school

superintendents is logistically complicated and highly time
consuming.

Therefore, in order to design a manageable

study which could be completed within the boundaries of
time and resources available to the investigator, it was

necessary to limit the investigation to four middle-size
urban school districts.

These districts were neither

randomly selected nor statistically representative of all
urban school systems.

For the purpose of contrasting and comparing the
superintendents' perceptions and the political realities
of the communities in which they serve, three of the research

subjects are males, one is female, each having a minimum of
three years of experience as superintendent.
Basic Assumptions
In the conceptualization and design of this study, four

basic assumptions have been made.

First, it has been

assumed that the political dynamics in middle-size urban

13

school districts will differ from those in larger urban
school districts in degree but not in kind.

Since a vast

body of research has been collected on the politics of
large urban school systems such as Chicago, Detroit,

Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and San Francisco (Peterson, 1976;
Rogers, 1968; Cuban, 1976) middle-size districts with similar characteristics may be expected to confront the same

sorts of political challenges.
Second, it has been assumed that superintendents under

investigation would cite desegregation as the most critical
issue in the political conflicts of urban school settings.

School desegregation entails political controversy about
access to equal educational resources and opportiinities for

upward mobility in our society.

Few issues in our time have

generated more community tension, fears, conflict and
turmoil than school desegregation (Howell, 1976; Crain, 1968;
Goldhammer, 1977)
Third, it has been assumed that the race or sex of the

superintendent has a compounding effect on his/her perfor-

mance as the educational leader of the urban school district.
Townsel (1975) offers several incisive comments on the

difficult circimstances Black administrators face in urban
communities.

Scott (1975) refers to the infrequency with

which the Black school administrator is "permitted" by
whites or Blacks to function as an education leader whose
race is incidental to his expertise and performance.

For a

14

position that has been traditionally occupied by white
male
superintendents, women may experience similar challenges,

perhaps with much greater intensity.
Fourth, it has been assumed that the political influence
of

school board members on school policy and decision-

making processes can arrest change and innovation in the
school system.

Goldhammer (1977) supports this assumption

when he states that school board members come from special
interest groups within the community and are charged with
the responsibility of representing their group's interest.

Their interest or views on certain issues may not be consistent with the educational goals of the school system.

Need for and Significance of the Study
The dearth of literature that focuses specifically upon
the superintendency and urban superintendents in the struggle
for power to make policy concerning the schools is being

corrected all too slowly.

The case studies that are cited

throughout this dissertation, some of them comparing several
cities on a niomber of independent and dependent variables

make major contributions to the literature on politics of
urban education.

For the most part, however, they do not

contribute enough to our knowledge of superintendents' roles
in the processes of continuity and change within city

school systems.

These researchers fill methodological and

theoretical voids by looking at urban school politics from

15

/

macroscopic/ institutional/ and comparative perspec-

tive/ but leave relatively untouched the increasingly

visible and vulnerable big city superintendent.
The study here proposed aims to "pitch a few shovels of
data" into this conspicuous research void by taking an in-

depth look at how a small number of urban superintendents
interpret a broad spectrum of political action/ and how they
react to these actions regarding several educational issues.
It is concerned with federal courts/ educational bureaucracy/

municipal government/ school boards/ and decision-making
patterns in cities

/

primarily from the viewpoint of the

urban superintendent.

And if there is relatively little

available knowledge about white males

/

the traditional

incumbents of the superintendency role/ there is significantly less about minorities and females

/

both of whom are be-

ginning to be appointed to the position/ although in very
small numbers.

This research should help set the stage

for the development of an increasingly systematic body of

knowledge about the behavior of Blacks and women in a
position that is following other urban public positions down
the path of politicization.

Finally/ the results of this study should have an

applied as well as a theoretical payoff.

An American

Association of School Administrators (AASA) survey revealed
that the five top ranking challenges and issues for super-

intendents serving districts of 100/000 or more were among

16

the currently most politicized issues (Knezevick, 1971).

Although the data from this study (now ten years old) indicates that urban superintendents considered their graduate

training to be satisfactory, some practicing superintendents,
graduate students, and professors of educational administration have expressed concern about the inability of

graduate schools of education to prepare their products

adequately for the turbulent political struggles that big
city school executives have come to know and expect
(Cunningham et al.
(1974)- suggest,

training.

,

1977)

.

It may well be, as Merrow et al.

that much of their role requires on-the-job

Nevertheless, the results of this study should

provide fresh insights for prospective school superintendents
and even for superintendents who are currently on the job.

CHAPTER

I

I

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Though much of their earlier work ignored the schools
and especially the role of superintendents, political

scientists and sociologists have, in recent years, contri-

buted heavily to the literature of urban school politics.
Social scientists, along with researchers in the field of
education, have begun to look at school politics in such
terms as forms of city government, decision-making structures, organizational theory, and bargaining models.

Banfield and Wilson (1963)

,

for instance, while not dis-

cussing school politics specifically, distinguish between
two major forms of city government

council-manager

— and,

— mayor-council

and

in so doing, present arguments that

could lead one to hypothesize a school-related correspondence.

Most cities of over 500,000 population have what Banfield and Wilson refer to as a "strong Mayor" form of

government in which the mayor is a dominant force.

He or

she appoints department heads, makes up the budget, and

although nominally sharing policy-making with the city
council, largely directs its actions (1963,

p.

80).

In

procontrast, the council-manager form of city government

placing
vides for a much greater separation of powers by
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"administrative" authority in the hands of a professional
manager, hired by the elected "policy-making" body to manage
the affairs of the city.

Banfield and Wilson argue that

this form of government has been favored by political re-

form groups (1963,

p.

81)

Chicago is a city which for decades was led by
mayor.

a

strong

But, Chicago's political history, at least since

World War

I,

has been based on the theme of "separating

schools from politics"

(Peterson, 1976, p.

83).

According

to Peterson, Mayor Daley was a pluralist bargainer; he

suppressed whatever ideologies or policy preferences he held
"in favor of at least partially satisfying the various groups

and interests in the city"

(1976, p.

80).

The major forces

that he had to satisfy in school politics of the late

sixties were the machine, the reformers, and the Black
community.

In New York City, on the other hand. Mayor

Lindsey, unlike Mayor Daley, became increasingly involved
in school affairs, openly criticized the board, and directly

intervened in the decentralization controversy (Rogers, 1968,
pp.

462-472),

Lindsey's political involvement in the

schools appears to correlate with an increased politicize
tion of the schools themselves, and with a debilitating

blurring of administrative powers as well as functions

within them.
Gittell and Hollander (1968) found that, in New York
strength of the
City, no one external power group but the
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school bureaucracy itself ultimately limited the
power of the
chief executive. No superintendent could rely
upon his own

team of advisors, especially if he was an outsider
occurrence in New York).

(a

rare

In fact, the superintendent was

likely to find himself in constant conflict with his own

supervisory bureaucracy.

Thus a major theme of Roger's

research into New York City (1968) is that the "sick" bureaucracy prevented any innovations in a school system facing
new client demands.

The headquarters staff, which made the

critical decisions, had little direct knowledge of the
problems, while field personnel, who did not have some direct

knowledge of the problems, had no authority to innovate or
create.

Peterson (1976) asserts that in Chicago it was fairly
easy to distinguish between central office and field administrators, between Willis's old guard and Redmond's young Turks,

between inner-city and "outer-city" principals, and between
bureaucrats with line authority and staff members with

functionally specific roles

(p.

115)

.

This does not mean

that change in Chicago came easy, or comes easy today.

Rogers

(1968)

As

observes, it is erroneous to assume that

"technical educational decisions are (ever) apolitical.

They

are necessarily political problems because the implementation
of new plans depends upon the mobilization of support within

the school system and in the community"

(p.

5).

And, while
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Mayor Daley stayed out of the schools, the
Chicago board of
education "moved in," to stymie mobilization
efforts.
Carle
(1977) attributed Chicago Superintendent Redmond's
decision
to retire in 1975 to a board of education that
ventured into

administrative affairs and to a board whose internal bickering precluded any consensus on pressing problems of the

schools

School boards, appointed or elected, are becoming in-

creasingly heterogeneous, comprising individuals, each with
his or her own beliefs, capabilities, and vested interests.

Mullins (1973) suggests that the greatest changes urban
school boards are undergoing relate to the increasing per-

centages of minority group members

occupational composition.

as

well as the changing

And Peterson (1976) points

directly to the ethnic diversity of Chicago's School Board.
Nevertheless, male Caucasians (mostly descendants from

European "ethnic" groups) remain in the majority, with few
exceptions.

Mullins contends that in most big cities this

is so because school board members are elected on an at-large

basis and, as a consequence, school boards are usually white
and male, no matter what the racial composition of the

student body.

In contrast, when boards are appointed by

the mayor, the appointments are calculated to keep the

greatest number of potential voters as happy as possible.

Peterson (1976) refers to this as pluralistic bargaining,
in which a diverse niomber of members are appointed with the
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expectation that the compromises they reach will roughly
reflect the balance of power in the electorate.
Significantly, there appears to be a relationship be-

tween the method of constituting a board of education and

whether or not a superintendent is recruited from within or
from outside the system.

Cronin (1970) observes that

elected boards are less likely to recruit an outsider than
are appointed boards.

Carlson (1962) collected data which

indicate that larger school systems are more likely than
smaller school systems to recruit from within the system.

Moreover, he makes the case that place-bound "insiders"
are unwilling or unable to make needed changes, due to their

attachments to both the internal and external political
structures in the city.

When school boards desire to make

relatively drastic changes, they turn to career-bound
"outsiders."

Typically, however, organizational subordinates,

angry about being passed over for the position and distrustful of an outsider, destroy the effectiveness of the latter
in mandating innovations.

According to Rogers (1968)

,

this

was the fate of Calvin Gross in New York City's desegregation crisis; and Peterson (1976) cites a study which indicates
that Mark Shedd in Philadelphia and Barbara Sizemore in

Washington, D.C. suffered the same fate that insiders often
inflict upon reform-minded outsiders.

In any case, it is

opposition
not uncommon for a new superintendent to face
bureaucrats
from the more permanently entrenched professional
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in central headquarters.

The former often tend to develop

bureaucrats in central headquarters.

The latter often tend

to develop vested interests in established policies, and

militantly defend the power that they have gained over the
years

Conflict between superintendents and their boards often
stems from how they define their respective roles.

Theoreti-

cally, the function of the lay board is to make policy, while
the function of the superintendent is to administer the

affairs of the school system.

In practice, however, it is

difficult to draw the line between administration and policy
making.

Thus, some boards become involved in administration

and some superintendents become more involved in policy

making than board members might find desirable.

Rogers (1968)

finds that ambiguities are built into superintendent-board

relationships regardless of personality. Gittell, Hollander,
and Vincent (1970) hold that the relative strength of the

boards they studied were based on their term in office.
Strong boards had a term in office longer than the superin-

tendent and the mayor and, as a consequence, participated

effectively in budgeting, an area in which superintendents
to Cuban
often dominate board decision-making, according
(1976)

dissatisfaction
In an interesting application of their
between "elite"
theory Lutz and Innaccone (1978) distinguish
are guided by a set of
and "arena" school boards. The former
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norms accepted by school board members
and school administrators.
The latter find themselves forced to
act in ways
counter to the normative structure, and,
in the authors'
terms, are in a state of anomie.
In these latter types of
school board there is a greater likelihood
of involuntary

superintendent turnover, which is often preceded
by incumbent
school board member defeat (p. 118)
What is the likelihood that the changing racial and
sexual composition of urban school boards will affect
their
political activity?

Although very little research has been

done in this area to date, a recent survey by the National

School Boards Association revealed that women school board

members tend to define themselves as politicians much more
frequently than do their male counterparts
Board Journal

,

1979, p.

(

American School

14).

Collective Bargaining
In recent years, superintendents have found themselves

on the management side of the bargaining table as school

boards negotiate contracts with progressively cohesive and

powerful teachers' unions (Rosenthal, 1969).

With the

enactment of collective bargaining legislation by many states,
the American Federation of Teachers (AFL-CIO) has become

heavily concentrated and militant in the larger cities.

Since

the AFT excludes most school administrators from membership
in the union, occasional conflict between teachers and
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superintendents is inevitable.

Nevertheless, Peterson (1976)

found in Chicago that, during the first
three rounds of
negotiations. Superintendent Redmond appeared to
perceive his
role as the leader of a united educational
community pro-

tecting the interests of his professional
associates vis-avis lay outsiders.

Similarly, the labor representatives on

the board experienced role conflict stemming from
their being
on management's side of the bargaining table.

According to Mullins (1973)

,

big city school boards

handled collective bargaining differently.

Most either

employ a professional negotiator or hire an assistant superin-

tendent for negotiations; others involve the superintendent,
board members and a professional negotiator; and still others
appear to have what she refers to as a do-it-yourself style,
but with some assistance from the superintendent and a school

board attorney.

Whatever the superintendent's actual role in

the bargaining process, it is increasingly clear that

teachers no longer necessarily perceive the big city superin-

tendent as their spokesman, despite his/her status as chief

executive of the hierarchy.

Rather they may view him or her

as the board's person or as management

(James, et al.

,

1970).

Wiles, Wiles and Bondi (1981) remind us that collective

negotiations cannot be written off as the result of new,
exotic societal changes in the 1960 's and early 1970'

caused teachers to become militant.

s

that

They contend that the

seeds of misinterpretation, conflict, and controversy over
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the meaning of professional teachers were
planted in the
school institutional structure at the turn of
the century.

The contractual outcomes of collective negotiations,
they
argue, indicate arena power relationships, the
spirit of
play, the pot that is competed for, and indirectly
what is

considered smart political behavior

(p.

154)

.

In an interesting article dealing with the influence of

structures upon public employee bargaining. Love
and Sulzner (1976) set forth alternative research hypotheses

based upon the work of Banfield and Wilson (1966) and

Lineberry and Fowler (1976).
the following hypothesis:

The work of the former yields

City employees are likely to

exert the greatest bargaining strength in communities whose

political structure includes a council-manager form of
government, nonpartisan elections, and an at-large election

system

(p.

hypothesis:

499)

The work of the latter yields the opposite

City employees are likely to exert the greatest

bargaining force in communities whose political structure
includes a mayor-council form of government, partisan
elections, and a ward election system

(p.

500).

In a study of national trends in teacher collective

bargaining, McDonnel and Pascal (1979) found that with the

exception of district enrollment, "demographic and school

district characteristics were not strong predictors of

whether or not a given provision was included in a contract."
Rather, "teacher organizations in states with laws mandating
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or permitting bargaining on specific
provisions were much

more likely to obtain these provisions than
their counterparts in states without such laws" (p. 150)
Howe (1979) adds to this the more conservative
observation that as collective bargaining moves to top priority
on
the agenda of school systems

,

the only requirement directly

imposed on school boards by collective bargaining legislation
is to create a policy declaring the board's intent to

negotiate in good faith with employees on matteis of wages

,

hours and conditions of employment.

A four level continuum of power relation between school
boards and teacher federation is offered by Perry and

Wiidman (1970)

:

(1)

total domination by one party (histori-

cally, the board) through

(2)

zero-sum where both sides are

locked in all out war for total win through

(3)

a sword-

rattling brinksmanship of threat and hostile posture to
(4)

a

mature utility matching situation.

In short, the

contract will reflect the imperial or punitive nature of the

teacher-board relationship.
Nevertheless, Liberman (1970) asserts that teachers,

through their political clout, exert much more influence and
control over their employers than do employees in the private
sector.

He further contends that teacher unionization is

contrary to the public interest and may bring about deterioration in the educational process.

In a rebuttal to Liberman's

article, Shanker (1970) states that teachers do not always
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gGt what th©y want but still viGw collsctive bargaining as
th© l©gitiinat© d©inocratic ni©ans for participating in d©cisions
on th©ir wag©s

,

hours and working conditions.

In a study conducted by th© Rand Educational Institute,

it was found that gains mad© by teachers in collective

bargaining have not gone beyond employment practices to
produce any noticeable changes in the quality of educational
services in the classroom.

It may well be as one professor

of educational administration suggests, "If the collective

bargaining process holds any promise for contributing to
improved quality in education, it lies in another direction,"
(Lauroesch, 1981)

Still the picture widens as a growing number of parents
and citizens throughout the nation are coming to realize
that they have a consumer role to play in a key area affecting the quality of their schools:
(PEA Report, 1981)

collective bargaining

Hence, a New York Times labor reporter

.

and columnist predicted an evolution from the two-sided

labor management relationship into a three-sided bargaining

arrangement with members of the community acting as
force (Raskin, 1978)

.

a

third

Urban school superintendents and

their school boards in the near future may be forced to

contend with a "collective bargaining reform model"— a model

where the public interest is represented and where management's hand is strengthened.
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Desegregation
The Supreme Court decision of 1954,

(Brown vs. Board of

Education, 347 U.S. 483) with its legal principles and social
ideas, followed by the second decision in 1955,

(Brown vs.

Board of Education, 349 U.S. 294) prompted the drive for
urban school desegregation but never enjoyed broad public

support (Orfield, 1978).

Even in the late 1950's, progress

in school desegregation was slight (Stephen and Feagin, 1980)

Ten years after the Supreme Court's decision, 99% of the
nation's Black school children were still in segregated
schools (Edelman, 1973)

One factor responsible for minimum compliance, of course,

was the continued opposition of whites (Stephen and Feagin,
1980)

An example of this opposition was the 1956 manifesto

.

signed by 101 southern senators and congressmen which

declared that integration as ordered by the court was
"contrary to established law"

(Bergman, 1969, p. 555).

A

variety of legal strategies were devised to avoid desegregation including tuition payments, the intervention of state

governments to "maintain the peace," closing schools, and

minimal but ineffective compliance (Edelman, 1973)
early 1960's, Civil Rights activities increased.

.

In the

Desegrega-

tion progressed primarily when lawsuits were brought or

threatened against local school boards (Stephan and Feagin,
1980)

.
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Cataldo, Giles and Gatlin (1976) contend that it is not
the process alone that explains the continuing controversy

over school desegregation.

The issue itself has stirred

antagonisms of long standing and has challenged the nation
to confront its problem of "race relations" in connection

with one of the nation's most important institutions, the
public schools.

If school desegregation should be abandoned,

the nation's racial policy is most likely to drift to the

direction of resegregation (Poussaint and Lewis, 1976)

.

This

almost became the case during the Nixon administration.

Richard Nixon won the election as the first president

committed to slowing the momentum of racial change.

For

the time since 1954, both branches of government opposed the

courts, attempting to delay change and restrict judicial

power to order desegregation.

The existing drive to complete

desegregation in the rural south and in urban areas found

Nixon on both issues opposed to desegregation.

The Nixon

administration politicized the enforcement process, and thus
the momentum and credibility of the federal drive for

integration were greatly diminished (Orfield, 1978)

.

The election of President Jimmy Carter in 1976 and the

transition to a new administration revived previous efforts
to proceed with urban school desegregation.

Still, school

desegregation and conflict over busing have generated most
of the conflict in the politics of urban education.

As

mentioned earlier, northern school boards have typically
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left their schools as segregated as before, while schools
in the South have slowly desegregated under federal pressure

and court order (Dye, 1968; Crain, 1968; Kirby, Harris and

Crain, 1973; Stephan and Feagin, 1980)

While the most frequent framework for the analysis of
school board decisions has been the pluralistic bargaining
model, Peterson (1976)

found the ideological bargaining

model most relevant to Chicago's desegregation policies.
The desegregation outcome most often reflected the commitment
of the majority of school board members to a system of

neighborhood schools, even if it means a high degree of
racial segregation.

An earlier study of eight northern cities revealed that
school boards paid little attention to either civil rights
or to neighborhood school pressures

Crain, 1968)

.

(Crain and Street, 1966;

Crain also found that in seven of the eight

cities under investigation, the school board rather than the

superintendent made the major decisions on the school
integration issue

(p.

136)

.

Crain found the superintendents

to be extremely intolerant of "lay" criticism.

He attri-

buted this defensiveness to insecurity stemming from their
social backgrounds, high social mobility, and the strains

associated with their position in a woman's field
Education)

Other later studies indicate that school superintendents
desegregating
have assumed a more active leadership role in
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the schools.
(1976)

The United States Commission on Civil Rights

concludes that the process of school desegregation is

significantly affected by the support or opposition it receives from the local community's leadership.

In 23 of the

29 school districts in which case studies were conducted,

respondents attributed the smoothness with which desegregation was achieved to the positive leadership of superintendents

.

Successful desegregation of an urban school system is

unquestionably a complex and difficult process.

Further

magnifying the obstacles of desegregation has been the issue
of busing.

Rubin (1972) cited busing school children to

achieve racial balance as being the hottest issue in

American politics.

Even after the politics of anti-busing

legislation changed through another Supreme Court's unanimous decision in 1971,

(Swann vs. Charlotte-McKlenburg

Board of Education, 402 U.S.

1)

sustaining busing as a

remedy for unconstitutional segregation, the controversy
continued.

People continued to support school desegregation

and to oppose busing, refusing to recognize the incompati-

bility of their values and believing that there was some
other way to achieve integration (Orfield, 1978)
(1975)

.

Novak

attempted to draw a distinction between commitment

to school desegregation and racial integration.

Increasingly,

whites claim to favor racial integration as a principle.
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but oppose busing as a strategy for desegration.

Blacks who in the early 1970

's

favored busing by a slim

margin have begun tilting the other way.

A 1975 Harris

survey showed 47% of them opposed busing and only 40% of

them in favor of it.

One of the reasons for Blacks' oppos-

ing busing could be that Black children have for the most

part been identified as the target of "one-way busing"

whenever desegregation takes place in school systems.

A

number of Blacks began questioning the idea that the only

way their children can achieve in schools is to sit next to
white children.

They also began to ask why the educational

program in predominantly black schools cannot be sufficiently
improved to accomplish the purpose without disrupting the

living patterns of black families (Friedman, 1979).

In a

critique of a desegregation plan filed by the Boston School

Committee directly to Federal Judge W. Arthur Garrity, almost
two dozen black community leaders declared:
In the name of equity, we seek dramatic improvement
in the quality of education available to our children.
Any steps to achieve desegregation must be reviewed
in light of the black community's interest in improved pupil performance as the primary characteristic
We define educational equity
of educational equity.
pupil placement and
discriminatory
of
the
absence
as
who have been
children
all
of
improved performance
it neither
think
We
the objects of discrimination.
of
dislocations
necessary, nor proper to endure the
our
that
assurance
desegregation without reasonable

children will instructionally profit (Bell, 1976)
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Some of the major arguments against busing rest on the

following assumptions:

increased transportation costs to

local taxpayers; depletion of funds for regular educational

programs; excessive transportation of students creating

serious risks to their health and safety; hardships on

children and their families; and the adverse educational impact of transporting students to a new school.

Orfield

states that the existing evidence does not sustain

(1978)

any of the above claims by opponents of busing

(p.

149)

.

A 1975 review by Weinberg concluded that research is
"quite limited but that there seems to be little or no reason
to believe that busing children to a newly-desegregated

school would have an adverse impact on students' academic

performance."

Albeit transporting students as

a

method for

achieving desegregation has become a highly controversial
issue throughout the nation, school systems prior to desegre-

gation have not hesitated to bus children for vocational

education and special education programs, field trips, or to
various other educational sites.

Hence, busing has thus

us
created fury in some cities which has inevitably brought

desegregation
to the point of examining the real problems of
(Willie,
rather than focusing on the phony issue of busing
1976)

.

and busing has
The ultimate solution to desegregation
conferences throughout
been the focus of many educational
busing
Desegregation strategies and alternative
the nation.
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plans have been recoiranended by social scientists

,

and educa-

tors who have both been involved in urban desegregation and

have conducted research on the issues (Green, 1976; Orfield,
1976; Pettigrew,

1976; Hughes, Gordon and Hillman, 1980;

Stephan and Feagin, 1980; and Wiles, Wiles, and Bondi,
1980)

But, as the politics of desegregation intertwine with

.

the politics of education as a whole, no real solutions can
be found outside an examination of the power structure at
large.

Decentralization
Desegregation, perhaps more than other issues, gives
rise to claims from various organizations and citizens'
groups that the concentration of decision-making power within
the central office curtails administrative accountability

to parents and to the community at large.

Consequently,

various schemes for decentralizing authority and for

increasing the participation of citizens in educational
decision making have been proposed, attempted, and evaluated.
Accounts of the politics of such decentralization appear
in the works of Gittell, et al.
(1972)

,

Gittell (1973)

,

(1970)

,

Wirt and Kirst

Fantini and Gittell (1973) and

Peterson (1976)
As Wirt and Kirst (1972)

indicate, the politics of

the
decentralization and community control revolve around
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pivotal value conflict between democratic control, on
the
one hand, and professional autonomy, on the other.

Advocates

control want more accountability from professional educators, while advocates of professional autonomy
argue that educators cannot perform their tasks well under
close supervision.

At issue here is political decentraliza-

tion, or the alteration of the governing structures of the

school system, as distinct from administrative decentralization or the increase in duties and responsibilities of

lower-ranking members of a bureaucratic structure (Peterson,
1976)

.

It has been stated by Fantini and Gittell

that

(1973)

New York City is a forerunner to large city decentralization
across America.

To parents in New York City, decentraliza-

tion signified a new ray of hope for the achievement of

quality education through shared decision making

(p.

45)

.

The community control strategy emerged among members of

minority communities whose goal was to transfer authority
over neighborhood schools from the central school bureaucracy to elected local leaders.

Thus the dominant racial

or ethnic group might select, for top administration positions,

educators responsive and sensitive to particular community
needs (Orfield, 1978)

.

The assumption was that urban

schools were rigidly bureaucratic and white, and that students would learn more in schools accountable to elected
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minority group leaders

,

where their distinctive values

,

rather than those of the white culture, were basic to the

curriculum

(p.

163)

Community control in the fullest sense was never tried.
As a result of racial divisions in three demonstration
districts- in New York, a strike occurred in the city, and

the state legislature refused to authorize anything more

than a minor bureaucratic reorganization.

The local

community's new power was limited to the selection of local

superintendents and a few other specified actions

(p.

164)

.

Since the actual power remained centralized, the hope for

community control was never realized.
Glass and Sanders (1978) examined from a political and

sociological perspective the issues of decentralization,

accountability demands and community control.

Their study

shows how the black community in Detroit exercised political

power by making the school system more responsive to black

community desires and needs.

The study, focusing on power

as it relates to accountability, suggests that the

controversy surrounding accountability in education is
largely a matter of conflicting ideologies held by competing

power groups

.

The central part of the manuscript presents

the views and perceptions of approximately two dozen school

administrators and community leaders directly involved in
the accountability movement and struggle.

In their analysis

until society
of the study. Glass and Sanders conclude that
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establishes greater equality of power among its constituent
classes and ethnic groups, power struggles are going to
rage in every urban area where minorities constitute a

portion of the population and will also rage on a
federal level nationwide

(p.

118)

Although decentralization has not been effectively
achieved in any large city, some have been more successful
than others in providing structures for greater local

participation in educational policy making.

An improved

educational delivery system is needed in most urban school
systems in the country to deliver the education needed by

blacks and other minorities.
In recent years

,

more and more political activity has

in fact, extended beyond the internal school system and its

relationship with city government.

As school systems become

increasingly difficult to finance, administrators must rely
upon sources other than local and state tax dollars.

Increasingly, the federal government has become a major

source of funds, as schools have become involved in programs

sponsored by the federal government.

Title

I

of the

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 and Title VI
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, among others, are providing

schools with extensive financial assistance for programs

targeted for poverty areas, and for programs designed to
reduce discrimination against minorities.

Goldhammer (1977)

and Watson (1977) consider the participation of school
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systems in federally funded programs as among the more crucial issues that confront contemporary school administrators.
In order to participate in these programs, school districts

must adhere to the guidelines prescribed by the U.S.
Congress and by agencies of the federal government.

Con-

sequently, the federal courts are influencing local school

policy through their power to enforce governmental regulations.

In many instances the law permits government agencies

to turn the cases of the school systems over to the Justice

Department.

The involvement of HEW in desegregation cases

is a current example of the conflict between the federal

government and school administrators over their alleged
failure to abide by the prescribed guidelines.
(1977)

Goldhammer

emphasizes the extent to which interest groups

among minorities have learned how to use the courts and
federal regulations to achieve their ends.
In addition to the federal government, state mandates

contribute to the political participation of urban school
administrators, although problems of urban education are

usually not viewed from the perspective of the state policies
of education (lannaccone, 1970).

Yet, urban education is

inextricably tied to the state, since the powers of local
boards of education derive from state legislatures by

virtue of the states' power over education.

Accordingly,

vigilance
urban school superintendents usually maintain
they rarely
concerning important state legislation, although
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get involved in active lobbying (James et al

1970)

.

.

Some

school districts maintain a full-time staff in the state
Capitol, while others restrict their political activity to

periodic trips to the capitol to testify at hearings.
As women and minorities slowly enter the ranks of the

urban superintendency, there is every reason to expect that
they will experience a double dose of the agony and frustration that white males are now experiencing.

Cronin and

Pancrazio (1970) offer women little or no advice on how to
come to grips with politics in urban education.

One suspects

that much more will be required than learning to work with

other women (pp. 585-586).

Scott (1975) and Townsel (1975),

both Black superintendents, give evidence of having experienced unrealistic expectations from Black people concerning
their performance in the position (somewhat akin to the

fairly large number of Black mayors who are "inheriting"
the rapidly deteriorating cities in the United States)

.

In

addition, each of them in different ways, indicates that

racism has exacerbated the difficult circumstances that Black
administrators face in urban communities.
Gabriel's (1979) recent study of superintendents of
school districts ranging from a population of 10,000 to
80,000 revealed that male and female administrators are aware
of the centrality of politics in urban education.

However,

the men, regardless of their race, were more willing to talk
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about their political activities and the
political activities of those whom they regarded as their
adversaries than
were the women.

Cuban (1976) concludes his case studies of Benjamin
Carl Hansen, and Harold Spears by discussing the

contribution of three interrelated sets of factors to the
similar response patterns of these urban school chiefs:
(1)

historical residue of beliefs and practices,

dual socialization within the institution, and
ing organizational role demands.

(3)

(2)

indivi-

conflict-

In spite of the handicaps

that these factors imposed, Cuban holds the view that these

men still managed to exercise enormous organizational influence

(p.

177)

Nevertheless, the politics of the urban superintendency
stands out as an important area to explore.

In the absence

of formal training for this experience, how have superinten-

dents prepared themselves, if at all, for the increasing

politicization of the schools, and for clashes with labor
unions and other special interest groups over scarce resources
as well as educational goals and values?

What strategies

and tactics have they devised and employed to counter the

opposition of interest groups?

How do they modify their own

leadership styles to adapt to different individuals, groups
and situations?

The data gathered for this pilot study may

point the way toward answers to such critical questions as
these, as well as those stated in the first chapter.

CHAPTER

III

DESIGN OF STUDY

Over two and a half decades ago, Willard
(1955)

B.

Spauling

in his Inglis Lecture in Secondary Education at

Harvard University, singled out the school superintendency
as being among the more anxiety-ridden and perilous of

public administrative positions.

With the increasing

politicization of urban school districts and their effects
on the duties and responsibilities of superintendents, this

position is even more anxiety- ridden and perilous at the

present time.

A 1969-70 survey conducted by the American Association
of School Administrators revealed that school superintendents

were frustrated by a number of issues and challenges.
five top-ranking issues from this survey were

the schools,

(2)

financing

demands for innovations in the operation of

educational programs,
superintendent,

(1)

The

(4)

(3)

greater public visibility of the

changes in norms and values among

students and in the population at large, and

(5)

school staff

relations, strikes, sanctions, or other forms of teacher

militancy (Knezevich, 1971, pp. 57-58).

This ranking,

however, represented a national weighted profile.

A careful

examination of the data revealed that the ranking of these
issues in order of their perceived significance varied with
41
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the size of school districts.

For example, superintendents

serving districts of 100,000 or more ranked issues such as
race relations, integration, or segregation right behind

demands for innovations in the operation of educational
programs (1971,

p.

58).

To the knowledge of the researcher, this was the more

recent survey relating to superintendents' identification of

critical issues and challenges.

Methodology
This study was divided into two parts.

The first part

involved the administration of a survey to superintendents
in middle-size urban school districts.

Because different

critical issues may have emerged since the administration of
the eleven-year-old American Association of School Adminis-

trators Survey, a reasonable research strategy was to assess

superintendents' perceptions of current issues and challenges

confronted in the administration of urban school systems.
The second part of this study consisted of a case study
of four urban school superintendents located in four Eastern

states.

The method used was in-depth interviewing as the

primary method of data collection was made.

Since the pur-

pose of the study was to describe the political work environ-

ment as perceived by urban school superintendents

,

a

research

design allowing for the discovery of these perceptions was

necessary (Merton, Fiske, and Kendall, 1956)
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Literature dealing with qualitative research methodology holds considerable discussion on the importance of

choosing a method or mixture of methods which is appropriate
to both the subject and the circumstances of the study
(Denzin,

1970)

.

...different kinds of information about man
(Sic) and society are gathered most fully
and economically in different ways, and ...
the problems under investigation properly
dictates the method of investigation
(Becker and Greer, 1957)
It was important for the researcher to choose and

develop a method of research which fits the nature and intent of her study.

The issue resolves largely into personal
preferences of the researcher, the intent
of the investigation, the available resources, the researcher's decision concerning what type of interaction he desires
(Denzin, 1970, p. 132).

Since the researcher wanted to produce a descriptive
study of superintendents

'

interpretation of a broad spectrum

of political action and how they react to these actions

regarding educational issues, it was logical to ask them
directly
...qualitative methodologies which produce
descriptive data; people's own written or
spoken words ... allow us to know people
personally and to see them as they are
developing their own definition of the world...
Qualitative methods enable us to explore
concepts whose essence is lost in other
approaches
0 -,,(Bogdan and Taylor, 1975,
,

pp.

4-5)
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The major method of data collection for this study,

intensive interviewing with an interview guide, seemed the

most effective means of providing a framework within which
respondents could express their own understanding in their
own terms (Patton, 1980)

,

Since it was of value to the

researcher to find out superintendents

'

interpretation of

the political realities of the communities in which they

serve, an in-depth interview was most appropriate.

Another

reason for seeking this information in an interview rather
than through a questionnaire was that as Tuckman (1972) says:

Personally sensitive and revealing information is difficult to obtain from a questionnaire and it is also difficult to get
answers to indirect, non-specific questions
that represent probes (p. 187)
This whole research project has been, in effect, a
probe, and in order to provide a comprehensive picture of

superintendents' perceptions of urban school politics, the

researcher felt interviews were needed.

Significantly,

interviewing for qualitative research requires greater skill
than does interviewing with the highly structured standardized schedule (Festinger, 1953, Kahn and Connel, 1962).

The researcher's experience in interviewing superintendents was gained when utilizing this methodology for a

previous study.

Therefore, she approached each interview

session as a learner and not expert during the interview
procedures

.

This approach allowed the respondents to tell

the story from their perspective without being significantly
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influenced by the interviewer.

This familiarity with the

research methodology, coupled with the researcher's twelve
years of teaching experience in several urban school disand close work in an administrative capacity with a

superintendent, suggested the interview as an appropriate

way in which to capitalize on the shared experience of
researcher and subject.

The literature supports the inclu-

sion of the researcher's own experience as a desirable

procedure to follow:
It seems to me that since the subject matter...
is the social life in which we are all involved, the ability to make imaginative use
of personal experience and the very quality
of one's personal experience will be important
contributors to one's technical skill in

doing research.
(Becker, 1970, p.

22).

The qualitative methodology advocates an approach to

examining the social world that requires the researcher
to interpret the real word from the perspective of the sub-

jects of the investigation (Filstead, 1970).

As W.I. Thomas notes;
It is not important whether or not the interpretation is correct if people define situations as real they are real in their consequences
(in Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979, p. 25).

—

Instrumentation
The instrumentation used in this study was a survey, a

biographic data form and an interview guide.
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The Survey.

In order to gather information which the

literature

personal observation and informal sampling

/

suggest related to the political issues common to urban
school systems

^

a survey was administered to a population

of 126 superintendents from thirty-four states (See survey
in Appendix A)

The superintendents were drawn from the

.

list of middle-size urban districts in cities of 100,000 to

300,000 population published by the national office to the

American Association of School Administrators (AASA)

.

survey contained 10 items.

repre-

Items 1, 4,

6,

and

7,

8

This

sent issues which appeared on the AASA's 1969-70 survey.

These issues, somewhat modified for this design, were believed to be critical issues confronting urban school super-

intendents today.

Item

2

is based on the observation of

Goldhammer (1977) that local interest groups have in many
urban cities influenced educational decisions.

emerged from Frederic

&

Item

3

Greenfield's (1978) assessment of the

diminishing power of the superintendent over educational
affairs.

Item

5

was taken from Watson (1979)

findings that

school board members involve themselves in administering
the affairs of the school system, in addition to increasing

demands on superintendents as a result of pressures from the

community at large and the increasingly complex expanding

bureaucracy as stated in Item

9.

Item 10 was included on

the basis of observations by Peterson (1976)

and Banfield and

Wilson (1963) that in cities have a "strong mayor" form of
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government/ the mayor is a dominant force and appoints all
or a percentage of school board members with the expectation

that the compromises they reach will roughly reflect the

balance of power in the electorate.

Items

4,

6,

and

8

represent the three major issues on which this study is based.

These three issues appeared to be the most controversial
issues according to authors of the literature on urban school

politics (Fantini

&

Gittell, 1973; Stephan

and Wiles and Bondi, 1981).

&

Feagin, 1980;

The main purpose of the survey

was to obtain superintendents' identifications of issues

they perceive to be crucial in the administration of urban

school districts.

Biographic data form

.

The biographic data form was designed

to obtain data about the personal background of the respon-

dents selected for the study.

All respondents were asked to

indicate their first administrative position and educational

background to determine whether the combination of their
graduate training and experience in and promotion through a
school administration hierarchy helped prepare them for the
role of superintendent.

Information from Item

(22)

as a point of departure for the in-depth interviews

Biographic Data Form in Appendix

A)

served
(See
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Interview guide

.

The development of the interview guide

involved examining the situation under investigation and

developing an outline of issues to be explored with each
subject.

The issues of collective bargaining, desegregation,

and decentralization were recurring themes based on the
literature.

The researcher drew up a list of questions about

the role of the superintendent in the political conflicts of

urban school settings as related to the above issues.

The

list, which included internal and external factors impinging

on the total system, was sorted and categorized.

Themes

emerged, and the interview guide was formulated to include

several categories:
1.

Superintendents' view on urban school
politics

2.

The political involvement of interest
groups, as well as local, state, and
federal agencies.

3.

Collective Bargaining, Teacher Strikes.

4.

Desegregation, Integration.

5.

Decentralization, parent involvement in
the formulation of school policy issues
(See Appendix A)

The interview was designed with the purpose of covering

topics with each of the subjects (Patton, 1980)

with this approach i.e., using an interview
guide within an unstructured interview
situation the interviewer will often find
that interviewees will raise important
issues not contained in the guide, or will
even summarize entire sections of the
guide in long sequence of statements (Denzin,
1970, p.

124)
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Lofland (1974) refers to an interview guide as a
flexible strategy of discovery."

Therefore, it was important

that the interview guide remain just a guide to the interview

flexible in nature, and unwilling to impose a rigid structure
on the interaction.

The interview guide was designed so

that certain kinds of information were requested from all

respondents, but the particular phrasing of questions and
their order were redefined to fit the characteristics of

each respondent (Denzin, 1970).

The design also allowed for

questions to be raised by the subjects in the course of the
interviews, and resulted in more data being generated than

would have been if the only questions addressed were those
determined by the researcher.

Another principal reason for

the use of interviews is to uncover a diversity of relevant

responses, whether or not these have been anticipated by the

inquirer (Merton, Fiske, and Kendall, 1956).
Subjects
The selection of the subjects was based upon the survey

returns in which subjects were asked to identify the three

most crucial issues they face as superintendents of schools.
Those indicating collective bargaining, desegregation and

decentralization as the most crucial issues in their school
districts were intially chosen.

From this group, respondents

were again to be selected out according to the following
criteria:

(1)

years of experience as superintendents of
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schools,

(2)

racial/ethnic and sexual status,

location of school systems.

(3)

geographic

It is important to note here

that of an 85.7% return rate on the surveys, only 6% of the

superintendents selected those three issues.

Unfortunately,

these superintendents were either out of the geographical

boundaries of the researcher or had less than three years of
experience on the job, and were not a combination of male
and female respondents.

It was then necessary to re-examine

the returns for those identifying two of the issues stated
above.

From this examination, two males and two females

meeting the above criteria were identified as potential
respondents.

Since the researcher's goal was to select

respondents who would represent racial/ethnic and sexual
diversity, it was necessary to review the returns again

because the two females initially selected were unavailable
for interviews.

Unable to identify additional females from

the remaining returns, the researcher contacted the

National American Association of School Administrators
office in Arlington, Virginia.

A representative of this

office gave the researcher a list of females to contact.
The names received were contacted and were either unavailable
or did not meet the criteria stated above.

The national

headquarters of the NECEL Association, whose membership
consists of female administrators, was contacted.

From this

superintencommunication, the names received were of female

dents not practicing in urban school systems.

A trip was

51

by ths

irsss3,r’cli0]r

to th© annual AASA confairencs held

in Atlanta, Georgia, in February to secure female subjects.

Again, those present at the conference and identified for
the study were unavailable for interview.

Through a continu-

ous search for female respondents, one female superintendent

was located and agreed to participate in the study.

Due to

the shortness of time in which to complete the study, it was

decided to substitute a male superintendent in the place of
the second female as designated in the original proposal.

In

doing so, the selection of four urban school superintendents
came to be comprised of three males and one female; one
Black, one Puerto Rican, and two whites.

Beyond demographic, racial and sexual factors, it was
the researcher's concern to select subjects who would take a

sincere interest in the questions addressed, and who would
also be willing to commit the time necessary to the project
(Bogdan and Taylor, 1975)

.

The four chosen respondents

fit these final criteria.

Procedure
The survey was administered to a population of 126

superintendents in middle-size urban cities with a population
range of 100,000 to 300,000.

Each respondent was asked to

select from a list of ten items the three most crucial issues
in his or her school district.

A cover letter explaining

the purpose of the study and a stamped envelope was enclosed
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with the survey.

Within a three-week period, 50% of the

surveys were returned.

One month later, a follow-up letter

was mailed to encourage the remaining respondents to return
the survey.
fovir

Another 35.7% of the surveys were returned in
After reviewing the survey returns, the four

weeks.

superintendents were finally selected for the study.
Initial contact with each superintendent was made by
telephone.

Having introduced herself, the researcher

summarized the purpose of the study and asked whether the
person would be willing to participate.

Each was assured

that his or her identity and school system would not be
A

revealed and that any information so requested would remain
confidential.

Two of the subjects declined to participate

because their schedules would not allow sufficient time for
the interview to take place.

As mentioned earlier, two

more superintendents were contacted and both enthusiastically
agreed to take part in the study and discuss their perceptions
about the political aspect of the superintendency.

researcher and subjects then agreed on
for the interview.

a

The

time and place

Interviews were conducted in each

superintendent's office.

Three of the interviews lasted

two hours; one lasted two and a half hours (Bogdan and

Taylor, 1975)
superintenAs part of the initial telephone conversation,
form prior
dents were asked to complete the biographic data
to the interview.

A copy of the form and a letter confirming
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the arrangements for the interview were sent to each person.

Interviews began with a review of the purpose of the
study, and an explicit description of the overall format
of the interview (1975, p.

107).

This provided the subject

with a more complete understanding of the project, thereby
establishing a sense of rapport.
The interviewer can do much to establish
the tone of the interview by clarifying, at
the outset, the purpose of the inquiry and by
defining his role as well as that of the other
interviewees.
It is for him to set the stage
so that others will have a genuine interest in
playing their parts (Merton, Fiske, and Kendall,
1956, p.

171)

An important aspect of in-depth interviewing includes the
collection of data.

The researcher asked the respondents

for permission to tape record the interviews and explained

that it was the most accurate way of recording the information.

Although one subject expressed some self-consciousness

about being recorded, all understood the reasons for it and

agreed (Bogdan and Taylor, 1975; Patton, 1980).

Discussion

of responses on the biographic data form led directly into a

discussion of items on the interview guide.

Each subject

was encouraged to speak freely and to introduce new topics
as he or she desired.

Considering it more important to

allow the conversation to follow its own course, the researcher
was careful to remain flexible in the ordering and working of
the questions.
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Regarding this technique of fitting questions
to the experience of the respondent. .We
advocate a rather loose and liberal handling
of a questionnaire by an interviewer.
it
seems to us much more important that the question be fixed in its meaning, than in its
This new emphasis places the responsibility on the interviewer for knowing
exactly what he is trying to discover and
permits him to vary the wording in accordance
with the experience of the respondent. This...
is the principle of division.
It consists in
adapting the pattern of our questionnaire to
the structural pattern of experience of the
respondent from whom we are seeking our
information.
.

(Lazarfeld, 1972, p.

193).

The interview questions elicited the superintendents'

interpretations and perceptions of their own political

behavior and the political behavior of other actors in the
total setting, i.e., the school system (central office

bureaucracy and the school board)

,

city, state and federal

governments, and interest groups in the local community.
The respondents were questioned about the politics of

collective bargaining, desegregation, and decentralization.
Again, the anonymity of the respondents was assured and

that any future reference to the cities and school system in

which they work will take the form of pseudonyms in the
presentation and analysis of the data (Bogdan and Taylor,
1975, p.

97)

CHAPTER

I

V

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS
This chapter presents and describes the analysis of

data obtained through a combination of quantitative and

qualitative research methodologies.
is divided into two sections.

The data presentation

In the first section, the

presentation of the data includes a summary of returns and
responses from the survey administered to superintendents
in middle-size urban school districts.

The second section

includes the presentation and analysis of data collected from

in-depth interviews conducted with four case -study respondents.
Summary of Returns
The survey respondents were superintendents in urban

school districts located in cities of 100,000 to 300,000 population.

The total survey population of 126 superintendents

located in 34 states was drawn from the list of middle-size
urban school systems published by the American Association of

School Administrators (March, 1979)

Table

I

gives the number of surveys sent, the nimber

returned and the percentage of total surveys returned.

Of

the total 126 surveys sent out over a three-month period, 110

were returned.

However, two of the surveys were deemed

invalid because they were returned incomplete, thus leaving
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a total return of 108 upon

which the findings were based

and presented as a final report to the participants requesting the results.

To get the high rate of return (85.7%)

,

the researcher

found it necessary to design the survey so that it could be

completed within five minutes to get as close to full

participation as possible.
Table

1

Summary of Survey Returns

Participants

Total
Sent

Total
Returned

Superintendents

126

108

%

Returned

85.7%

The first part of the survey requested selected demographic information from respondents:

official title, number

of years in present position, sex, race and ethnic origin,

highest educational degree, type of school district, number
and
of employees, student enrollment, state of employment,

city population.

The complete set of data from the surveys

will be included in table form in Appendix

B.

respondents to
The second part of the survey requested
face as
identify three of the most crucial issues they
Although they
superintendents of urban school districts.
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were asked to identify only three issues from

a list of 10

items, it was of interest to the researcher to discover how

the remaining issues were perceived.

Therefore, in Table

2,

the ranking profile is presented according to the issues

receiving the largest number of responses.
Table

2

Superintendent's Survey
Issues

Number of
Responses

Inadequate financing of
schools

Ranking

%

84

77.8

1

Growing Federal involvement
in Education

49

45.4

2

Collective Bargaining, Teacher
Strikes

46

42.6

3

Desegregation, Integration
Busing

32

29.6

4

Increasing involvement of the
school board in the administrative affairs of the school
district

31

28.7

5

Increasing demands placed on
the superintendent

28

25.9

6

Local interest groups influencing educational decisions

23

21.3

7

Decreasing "power" of the
superintendent

12

1

A

—

I
—

•

8

Decentralization; parent involvement in the formulation of school
policy issues

9

8.3

9

Involvement of city officials

7

6.5

io
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Summary of Responses

The issue most frequently significant was inadequate

financing of schools.

In 1969-70, this issue was ranked as

the most crucial issue of those superintendents responding
to the American Association of School Administrators survey.

Perhaps the ranking of this issue is a clear indication of

on-going financial problems with which superintendents must
contend.

The next issue rated significant with second most

frequency was growing federal involvement in education.

As

school systems become increasingly difficult to finance,

administrators must maintain their school systems by relying
A

upon sources other than local and state dollars.

In-

creasingly, the federal government has become a major source
of funds as schools have become involved in programs among

the more crucial issues that confront contemporary school

administrators
Ranked significant with third greatest frequency was
the issue of collective bargaining and teacher strikes,

which ranked number five on the AASA

'

s

survey eleven years

Ranking fourth, desegregation, integration and busing

ago.

still remain controversial issues and have generated most of
the conflicts in the politics of urban education (Howell,
1976)

.

Conflict between superintendents and their school

boards often stem from how they define their respective roles.

There appears to be some concern over the blurring of
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definitional boundaries as increasing involvement of the
school board in the administrative affairs of the school

district ranked fifth among issues deemed critical by survey
respondents.

Followed by increasing demands placed on

superintendents/ which ranked sixth/ was the seventh ranked
issue of local interest groups influencing educational

decisions.

Although a variety of structural factors contri-

bute to the erosion of the superintendents

'

executive powers

,

surprisingly decreasing "power" of the superintendent received an eighth ranking.
The ninth ranked issue was decentralization and parent

involvement in the formulation of school policy issues.

It

may perhaps be assumed that the low ranking results from the
high percentage of middle-size school systems that are still
centralized.

Involvement of city officials in school policy

issues was ranked number ten/ while the "other category"

received four additional issues:

growing state involvement

in education; declining student enrollment; maintenance of

quality education; and creating confidence in community/
school/ parents/ and students in an atmosphere conducive
to achievement.

The survey sought to identify the current issues or

challenges perceived as most crucial by those in the

superintendency from middle-size urban school districts.

Although superintendents were not asked to rank those issues
in order of their perceived significance/ the researcher
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was interested in the three issues on which this study is
based:
ization.

collective bargaining, desegregation, and decentralFour of those respondents selecting all or two

of those issues as the most crucial issues in their position
as superintendent were chosen as case study subjects in

which individual in-depth interviews were conducted.
Interview Data
As indicated in Chapter

3,

a biographical data form was

returned to the researcher prior to the interview with each
superintendent.

To set the stage for the interview and

begin the discussion, the last question on this form was
asked.

"Do you feel that you had adequate training for the

super intendency?"

The interview guide provided a framework

for the dialogue between the interviewer and respondents

through which the subjects were encouraged to express their

views openly during the interview process.

The four

superintendents in this study were asked the same questions
about their perceptions and interpretations of the political

work environment, but not necessarily in the same way and
same order.

A common feature among all the interviews was

on
that they generated data reflecting general views

several broad subjects:

urban school politics; the school

city, state
board and central office staff (school system;

the community;
and federal governments; interest groups in
decentralisation.
collective bargaining; desegregation, and
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The names of the superintendents are being withheld.

Hereafter they are referred to as "A", "B", "C", and "D"
General views on urban school politics

.

Superintendent "A"

is a white male with a doctorate in Educational Administra-

tion.

He feels this degree program did not prepare him for

his role as superintendent, but further questioned whether
any formal graduate training program could provide the

prerequisite training for school superintendents.

In

response to the interviewer's question concerning the definition of politics as related to the role of the superintendency, he answered:

Politics is a means of achieving the kind
of educational or social or self goals
that every superintendent should have.
It's a means of dealing with people that
may not directly relate to, say (Sic) the
improvement of curriculum, but do directly
relate to the ability to get the curriculum
implemented properly.

Superintendent "B" a Black male with

a

doctorate in

Urban Planning concurs that graduate training alone did not
ready him for his position, but a prior post with the federal
government, combined with his secondary teaching experiences

provided sufficient preparation.
a

He spoke at length about

number of views on politics of education and asserted

one:
that he probably subscribes to the least popular

think that as a Black superintendent,
the environment you work in defines what
your role will be. My experience has
been that it is probably difficult for
the
a Black superintendent to pursue
I
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issu© of politics as a means of achieving/
as a means of maintaining and at the same
time preserve whatever the purpose is for
his or her having been appointed, let
alone integrity and principle.
It is a
choice of one or the other. Either you
respond to the mandate which brought
you to your present position or you
attempt to respond to whatever the political demands are.
People who think they
can interpret those in terms of the

politics often have difficulty.
He disagreed with the operational definition used for

this study claiming that it is too theoretical, but did

agree that there is a function of influence in which every

superintendent must engage, based upon the issue of maintaining education programs.

Superintendent "C", a Puerto Rican female with

a

master's in Educational Administration, had excellent graduate courses but attributed her training to her teaching

experience and work with a previous superintendent.

She

came up through the ranks as teacher, principal, supervisor,

coordinator, etc., and her views on educational politics

reflect her own wide ranging experience.

She gave no

specific definition of politics but described urban school

politics as multi-faceted.
There are various areas that we really
have to get involved in, not solely with
the educational process, but the community
relations, the relationship between the
superintendent and the central school board
because this district and the city-wide
district is under a dual system. What are
the politics? They are always evolving.
true
I don't think I could really give a
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assessment of what the politics really are,
at least from this district because you
always have shifting interests and it would
depend upon the issues.

Superintendent "D" is a white male with

a

doctorate in

Educational Administration from an Ivy League University.
As an "older" superintendent, he does not feel that there

was adequate training available for the modern urban
super intendency

.

He warned that one must be very careful

today about defining what politics means in an urban school
district.

He defined politics in the following way:

Politics is the art of compromise, the
art of getting things done, of doing
what is best for the people public
officials serve.
I think that we experience politics in our everyday life.
We want to get someone to do something
We talk about
so we practice politics.
the issues, we study how our resources
can be brought together on a particular
problem. We strive for consensus. We
compromise upon positions and we finally
come together on where we want to go for
It
the common good. This is politics.
My conis absolutely favorable to me.
tention is that politics is absolutely
essential, that it should be a reasonable
cooperation and involvement of parents,
of staff who understand the art of
compromise, who have basic purpose, the
education of children.
He considers the rise of politics in urban cities as a

process of searching for power.

When asked if he could

identify any groups in his city that have exerted the greatest amount of influence in school policy making, he

responded
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In this situation, unfortunately I don't
feel that there are enough groups who are
interested in good education who have
exerted enough influence. The city is, of
course, in a state of flux, a state of
change, change in the social structure.
There has not been in the city, say,
"friends of the public schools." There
have been thrusts of people from certain groups. Over the years efforts on
the part of minority groups, the Black
community to assert itself for children,
which is good, the Hispanic community,
this is good, groups against the use of
drugs, etc.
However, usually they are

identified towards single issues than
they are toward the general improvement
of education.

Superintendent "B" responded to the same question this way:
I think that most of the time when communities get involved or segments of the
community get involved, the orientation is
It is to prevent something from
negative.
being done rather than propose something
to be done, and of course in many instances
they interfere with things that are proposed and sometimes they defeat them.

In response to the identification of groups exerting

the greatest influence in school policy making. Superintendent
"A"

stated:
I don't think the groups in this city are
as concerned about the educational policy
making as they are about the number of
people who get various types of jobs or
In rare
the total amount of the budget.
about
concerned
be
they
instances would
policy.

Superintendent "C" identified one group strongly
influencing policy making.

She explained:
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One parent group, not only influences us,
but from our district moved on to the
central school board was the "
" parents who were part of
the group that joined the many groups throughout the city in requesting that more local
control be given to the parents and residents
of the various communities throughout.
They
were extremely influential with the previous
superintendent in this district and began
to make parents more aware of parents
rights, expectations, and etc. They conducted many workshops and provided a great
deal of information through this source. This
group is still active and involved with us.
'

School system

.

A central research interest among students of

educational administration concerns the impact of

changing society upon school boards' hiring of
dent.

a

a rapidly

superinten-

The respondents in this study were eager to talk

about the issue, and made a number of unsolicited comments
4

on their respective perceptions of the selection process.

As to the process by which he was hired. Superintendent
"A" answered;

It is a very interesting process because
I am probably the last superintendent
that will be ever appointed from outside the
I had no connection with the system
system.
I went through an
at all at that time.
included a large numthat
process
interview
and from the
community,
the
in
ber of people
leaders
Union
The
school system itself.
busischools,
parochial
some principals of
of
president
the
ness people in the city,
a
also
n
"
was
college who
member of the board of education. This was
an interview process that was unique for
"
In the past it had
always been "who was the right person at
the right time" who got the position.
I.

.
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Superintendent "A" was the only individual, with the exception of one other administrator, hired from outside his

city's system.
from within.

For the last forty or fifty years, all came

Upon completion of the first interview, he

was one of the five finalists to return for the second

interview with the school board and with the mayor of the
city.

Although the mayor was not directly involved in the

selection process, he did exert indirect influence in school

decisions and still does, as he appoints all of nine school

board members.

Superintendent "B" described the selection process this
way
The most extraordinary thing occurred.
"
is
If I had known "
the
in
come
have
wouldn't
I
what it is,
group
a
allowed
place
This
first place.
which is totally unrepresentative of it to
They sent out
seek for a superintendent.
a search committee consisting of four Blacks
and three whites to search for a superintenThere were three Blacks and three
dent.
college-educated liberals including one
person who was really the heart and core
It never crossed their
of the community.
consider a superintenwould
they
that
minds
By
•"
"
from
not
dent that was
the
danger,
this
recognized
the time they
whole thing was out of hand. The mayor went
into hysterics as well as the 26 member city
council. They all bounced upon the school
board trying to get them to change their
vote and there was some question about
whether they would or wouldn't.
central office
In this city, neither the mayor nor other
In addition
process.
members were involved in the selection
and from outside the
to this superintendent's being Black
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city, another candidate from a nearby state was actually

the mayor

A

s

s

choice.

Unlike the mayor in Superintendent

district, the mayor of this city can only approve

recommendations of this nature, with the confirmation of

majority of the city council.

a

Similarly, the mayor appoints

all nine board members.

Superintendent "C" described the selection process in
her school district as follows:

There was a period of announcement. Those
candidates interested submitted their
resumes followed by a series of interviews
with the board members of the parents
association, and teacher representatives.
From 65 applicants, the three finalists
were required to attend a public meeting
(school board meeting) to give a brief
overview of their educational background.
At the end of the meeting, the school board
selected a finalist for the position. I
was then required to have credentials examined
by the state board for approval. After
qualifying for a state certificate, I was
then, assigned to the position with the
school board's blessings.

Having been employed in the decentralized school district where she was selected for the position. Superintendent
"C" stated that the mayor's involvement in school policy

making is confined to the activities of the central and
local board of education.

Reflecting upon the process by which he was selected.

Superintendent "D" stated:
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I was superintendent of schools
in a verv
^
affluent suburb in "
m
and had been there for four years. The
director of placement at "
"
University called me on the telephone
and said that he had received a call from
a woman on the "
"
school
board who wanted to know if he knew of
anyone who might "fit the bill." i
agreed that I would be willing to speak
with her although at that time I was not
actively seeking another position. A
mutually convenient time was set and I
talked with three of the members of the
school board, one of whom was our present
mayor; another, chairman of the city council.
As we talked, it got sort of interesting and
they asked if I would talk with the entire
school board.
I did, and I think it was a
matter of being at the right place at the
right time.
I was a blend of the proper
educational background, philosophical background which seemed to be right for them.
The school board unanimously approved my
appointment.
*

Interestingly in this urban school district, the mayor of the
city is mandated to serve as chairman of the school board

according to city ordinance.
a

Consequently, he is very much

part of school policy formulation and the school's budget

goes from him, as chairman of the school board, to him, as

mayor of the city, who presents his total budget to the
city council.

Clearly he is very influential in school

policy decision.

Superintendent "D" believes very strongly

that "there should be some publicly elected official speaking only for education."

He thinks that when the public

official's job is tied in with other responsibilities,
education is sometimes not properly defended.
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When asked if his central office members communicate
directly with school board members. Superintendent "A"
responded
Some of them communicate directly with
members of the board of education at
various times which has been a common
practice prior to my assuming the superintendency. However, educationally, most
of them do not.
In response to the same question. Superintendent "B" answered
If they do attempt to communicate
directly with them, and I warn them,
they do so at their own peril in each
instance.

No.

Superintendent "C" stated that there are guidelines
that have been established in her district, and "people do

attempt to go to the board on issues pertaining to their own
job assignment or little grievances they might want to air."
She commented further:

They do talk to individual board members
but our school board has in the past
established a procedure where if there
are complaints, the person has to come
This
to me and I bring it to the board.
is very helpful because it gives me a
kind of support that is necessary to
function effectively. They invest the
authority back on the superintendent,
and they make me do my job.

Occasionally, central office staff are asked certain

questions by individual school board members on school
policy issues.

Superintendent "D" reported that his staff

thereby
members follow the procedure of reporting to him,
members.
sometimes rousing the fire of school board

He
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explained that "there are some people who
increasingly are
caught in that web of reporting to other people,"
making it

difficult to carry out programs.
D

Overall, Superintendent

feels that he is one of the most fortunate urban school

superintendents in the country because;
The people who work with me are loyal
to the system and to the system of
reporting to the superintendent and
implementing the programs which I've
decided and agreed upon and are approved
by the school board.

Superintendent "A" gave an account of the political
situation clearly indicating that the goals and values of
central office members are not always compatible with those
of the superintendent.

When asked if there had been any

disagreement among members of his central staff members that
became public knowledge, he answered:
In one instance, an individual wanted to
be made deputy superintendent.
The
previous person had retired and I thought
somebody else should be made deputy.
I
thought that while the person was a
decent individual and was trying hard,
he did not have the breadth of experience
or the strength, partly because he had
been in the system so long, and knew so
many people.
It's hard to tell your family
how to straighten up, particularly when
you have such close needs. That's a
policy decision which has nothing to do
with how we deal with education, it has
That's where
to do with staff people.
where the
there's
occurs;
difference
the
So
education.
power structure impacts
I lost that.
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In another situation dealing with staff, Superintendent
"A"

®t^ted that he is presently involved in a legal fight with
the school board regarding the appointment of two assistants.
He explained that

Two people retired and I nominated two or
three others and those nominations were not
accepted by the board. They appointed two
others and I took them to court on it. My
position was that I can appoint better
people in the system that will be able to do
a better job, and the board said no, we want
these people. The board has since come
around and appointed two assistant superintendents that I had originally nominated.

Interestingly enough, the state law is written that the board

may

,

upon the nomination of the superintendent, appoint

assistant superintendents.

Here is a clear picture of the

superintendent using the legal system as

a

means of aiding

him in executing his administrative duties.
In response to the same question. Superintendent "B"

stated that he and his central staff members probably dis-

agree on most things, but that he does give them the

opportunity to address issues and to make decisions:

"They

will go off in conspiracy fashion, but will never do it in

public."

Superintendents "C" and "D" have not experienced

disagreements with their central office staff that became
public knowledge.
City, state and federal governments

.

School decisions are

also significantly influenced by city, state and federal
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agencies.

School boards and superintendents
must in-

creasingly attend to local, state and
federal mandates
and to court decisions whose constraints
and demands compound the decision making process. Each
respondent
was

asked to describe the fiscal relationship
between the school
systems and their city, state and federal
governments.

Superintendent "A" responded in the following manner:
" we have what is
called "Type I" and "Type II" school districts.
Type I districts take theirs to
the city council rather than to the
public.
Type II districts to the public
for budget approval. We are Type I dist^ict.
Therefore, the school board passes
the budget.
It then goes to the Board of
School Estimates which consists of two
school board members, the mayor and two
city council members. Afterwards, it
goes to the city council for final approval.
The Board of School Estimate can reject
the budget as being too high but they cannot
tell us where to cut.
They can only suggest
where to cut through the newspapers. The
city council and the school board can cut
the budget.
The reason for the Board of
School Estimate was that originally they
could take care of the entire process, but
once the budget gets beyond a certain percentage of the ratables of the city, then
it has to go to the city council.

State aid comes to us and we are under some
compulsion to do certain things for Thorough
and Efficient (T&E) education relating to
major building facilities. The state can
tell us, "you must do this and that," e.g.
last year the state said "you don't have
any money in here for capital improvement."
They were, in fact, forcing us to put more
money in our budget. Now here comes the
political part the pressure was put on
" who put pressure
Governor "
" who put pressure
on Commissioner

—
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on th© local county, and so ©nded up taking
$300,000 out of regular repairs and $300,000
of textbooks and calling that a capital
account.
So we were robbing Peter to pay
Paul and the state accepted it. So on the
one hand this is where the link between the
State House and City Hall becomes an impressive control over what happens. Also
the city commissioner has a very strong role
and can stop the budget. Once you can control the budget and the school board, you
have a lock on financial expenditures.
In reference to the safety of building facilities.

Superintendent "A” launched

a

campaign to convince the state

to provide additional funds for building improvements in his

districts.

Through the local media, i.e. newspapers and

television, he was able to get the message across to the
people.

As a result, city hall put pressure on the governor,

who in turn pressured the commissioner of education to send
state representatives to assess the condition of school

buildings.

As a result, the state levied $100 million

dollars for rehabilitation in order to have quality buildings
that were reasonably safe for the children in the school

district
Superintendent "B" described the fiscal relationship
among various agencies this way:
We have a charter which provided that the
school department is gross funded by the
city, i.e. we can't receive money from
any place, other than categorical federal
To that extent,
funds, but from the city.
State aid
we are dependent on the city.
revenues.
comes in and goes to general
It does not go to the school department
So we are required to battle
directly.
.
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with the city for whatever funds we need,
and, in that respect, we are dependent upon
a number of things.
For instance, all
contracts issued must go through a central
board of contract supply. So, we have a
lot of politicians voting on things they
can't begin to remotely understand.
It's
a real pain.
The school budget is voted
on as part of the entire city budget, so
the process is that the school board
adopts the budget and sends it on to the mayor.
He cuts it and substitutes what he wants, and
then the ball is on.
I only propose what I
need.
I spend it different to what the mayor
proposes, and then we come to a point of
resolution at the city council meeting in
terms of determining the bottom line, and
normally, it boils to about June before it
is all resolved.

Superintendent "B" explained that he and the mayor have had
some bitter debates over school budgets and other issues, and

remarked that the racism inherent in the mayor's attitude
toward him is clear and obvious.

He feels that the mayor

does anything he can to undermine him and his efforts to

operate an efficient school system.

For example, "If

I

say

close the schools, he says keep it open" and vice versa.

The superintendent and the mayor usually talk to each other

through the media, although the media "usually misrepresents
me." In short, this chief executive considers himself to
be a "thorn in the mayor's side."

Superintendent "C" described her school system as being
totally dependent on city and state funds allocated directly
by the central board of education.

As mentioned
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previously, this is a dual system by which
the local board
is allocated a certain amount of
"power" and money for the
operation of the local school district. if
disputes occur
over the specific budget allocation, the
local board pursues
such matters with the central board of
education.

Superintendent "D" explained that because of the
recent "
fiscal formula implemented

in his

city, 50% of his budget is provided by the state and
the

remaining from the local level.

Of funding from the federal

government, about 50% is maintained in a separate category
is disbursed through the state agency.

When asked if

he and the school board had been involved in any legal
t^sttles with the federal agencies over school policies,

he responded by describing the nature of the confrontation
as follows:

Probably the most recent hassle has been
with the office of Civil Rights over the
implementation of federal regulations for
the Hispanic community. We have gone back
and forth on that for two or three years,
with the OCR threatening to cut off funds
as a result of action brought by neighborhood legal services. Finally the development of an agreed upon process between
the school board was implemented with
constant visits to see whether the agreed
upon regulations were being carried out.

Superintendent "B" stated that

occurred in his school district.

a

similar situation

Over a year ago, his

district, cited by the Office of Civil Rights for violations
in the operation of his bilingual program, was required to go

76

through a law review and make significant programmatic
alterations.

"We were moving in the right direction, but

we were not moving as rapidly as they thought we should."
He reported that overall his school system has not had a

great deal of difficulty in terms of federal programs, and
that no funding has been terminated because of compliance

problems
Interest groups in the community

.

The superintendent's

ability to exercise creative leadership is more and more being afected by a multiplicity of interest groups with

varying political resources at their disposal.

These groups

may or may not align themselves into coalition, depending
upon the issues and upon their respective interests.

However

all four superintendents discussed the emergence of various

interest groups within the context of collective bargaining,
desegregation, and decentralization.

Hence, their involve-

ment in issues of school policy will be presented within
those three categories.

Collective bargaining

.

The political overlay adds an inter-

esting and significant dimension to the collective bargaining process.

In teacher negotiations, a union's major

both
resource is the strike or threat of it which creates

political and economic pressures.

Superintendent "A's"

negotiation staff
school district does have a lawyer on the
representing the school
but works with an outside law firm
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and managamant during tha actual collactiva bargain—
ing procass.

Bacausa of tha racant $7.8 million dollar costs

in tha sattlamant of a two-yaar taachar contract, tha city

has bacoma graatly concarnad.

"Thara's a vary closa

connaction batwaan paopla who ara concarnad about tha tax
rata and tha paopla who ara doing tha nagotiating

Bacausa

.

"

Suparintandant "A" has no control ovar tha nagotiating procass, ha tands to stay away from tha issuas in hopas for

battar productivity.

Salaries and fringe benefits have been

the major issues in negotiations.

However angry he gets with

the teachers' union. Superintendent "A" feels that if the

union were not powerful, there would be teachers who would
be poorly underpaid.

In many instances, he has used the

potential leverage of the teachers' association as
get some educational improvements implemented.

a

way to

In his

opinion, "the union leader is perceived as a powerful, fairly

mature person, who doesn't raise questions just to raise
hell, but every time there is any violation of the contract,
he is always on the case."

Superintendent "A" commented briefly:
We are going to have to learn that the
Parent Teacher Associations are going
to have to get together with the union
because without some kind of a coalition
working together in the next ten years I
think we are going to be way behind the
eight ball.
,
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Collective bargaining in Superintendent
"B's" school
system is "really not collective bargaining
at all or

rather a strange process."

He asserts that "the teachers'

contract is probably one of the most absurd documents
have ever seen in my life."
contract

I

In his explanation of how this

came into being, he stated:

There was an elected school board which
was completely autonomous prior to 1966.
They ran a $5 million dollar deficit
and the mayor became angry and pressed
the state legislature for the right to
appoint the school board. So as the
elected school board was going out,
they signed the most bazaar document
which established the nature of teachers'
roles in this city.
So since that time,
contract negotiations was a process of
amending in an additive way rather than
deletion in existing contracts.
The involvement of Superintendent "B" in the contract

negotiations prior to the mayor's reelection in 1978 (and
the appointment of new school board members who shared his
views)

had been one of designating the assistant superinten-

dent of personnel to work with the school attorney in

negotiations.

Not directly involved in the actual negotia-

tions he would get reports concerning the progress and would

advise the designee on matters to pursue in regard to

contract items.

Superintendent "B" discovered that the

mayor was afraid that he was going to cause some difficulties in terms of obtaining the support of the teachers'
union,

(which was an issue he could have fought and won had

he chose to do so)

therefore influencing his school board
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in6mb0rs to coinplstely rGinovs him from ths collGctivG riGgotia—

tions process.

It is the opinion of this superintendent that

it really doesn't make any difference whether some organized

process of negotiation is devised if there is a mayor who
isn't willing to support a school board in terms of the
contract.

He suggests that:

What we need in our
strike. And unless
is just a matter of
that some obnoxious
in the contract.

district is a good long
that happens, then there
salary and making sure
proposals are not included

Superintendent "C" gives a relative brief statement concerning the collective bargaining process:
The collective bargaining is done by the
central board of education. They do have
representative members of the community
(local) school board who work with them
And from
in the negotiations process.
time to time there are recommendations
made by the superintendent to the
community school boards as to where we
should go in these areas. But we don't
get directly involved in the negotiations.
Due to the inability of the teachers' union and the
school system, i.e. school board to resolve issues during

contract negotiations, a teacher's strike occurred over a
year ago which was the first strike in the history of this
city.

Superintendent "D" describes (its affects as permanent)

never
the strike as that similar to any new situations, "you
the change
go back to normal," i.e. the way it was before

occurs.

"After such an experience, we are never the same.
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He declined the offer to go into details of the strike,

but did state that:
It was traumatic and unfortunate, but we
are well on the way to healing our wounds,
surviving, probably as well if not better
than most schools ever could after they have
had strikes.

The researcher realized that this was an extremely sensitive
issue, therefore accepted the superintendent's decision not
to go into details of the strike.

It is also important to

mention here that the researcher attended

a

"Strike Manage-

ment Workshop" in which this superintendent presented and
conducted a lively discussion on three phases of teacher's
strikes.

This presentation allowed for participants in the

workshop, mainly superintendents to ask questions to clarify
the false reports by the media concerning the recent strike
in his school district.

Superintendent "D" also outlined

day-to-day collective bargaining procedures which he has
no direct involvement.

To represent the school board in

teachers' negotiations, a professional negotiator with 40

years of expertise in this area, is hired to work with

a

central staff personnel officer also an attorney and takes
care of grievances and arbitration cases throughout the
school system.

None of the four respondents felt that collective

bargaining contributed to the advancement of quality
education in the schools.
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When asked if parents should be involved
in the

collective bargaining process. Superintendent "A"
answered:
don t think parents should get involved
in collective bargaining.
l think what we
should do is provide much more assistance
to the parents in terms of the local schools
so they can do a better job with their own
children, and we should be more responsive
and sensitive to them when they come in with
their problems. Teachers' unions by the way
are getting much more sensitive to that.
They are now developing programs to work with
parents so there is a changing relationship
in terms of the very negative union that was
out there fighting the parents and everybody
I

else
In the opinion of Superintendent "B" parent involvement
is good but difficult to achieve:
I have tried to urge parents to become involved but to no avail. Years ago I urged
parents to file a class action suit against
the school board and the teachers union
alleging the school board had negotiated
rights they held in trust on behalf of the
community which they had no right to do,
and, of course, you couldn't find a lawyer
that competent to handle the case.
'

Superintendent "D" could not conceive of the idea of
parents being involved in the collective bargaining process.
He stated:

The system defies a number of bodies being
It is hard enough when you
part of it.
have two bodies, the representatives of
the people, the school board, and you have
the representatives of the teachers in this
case of adminstration or whomever. This
the parents pay the bills,
has been raised:
the taxpayers pay the bills, why shouldn't
they have a part of the action? To me, it
increases the number of variables and positions
in geometric proportion that would make it
almost impossible.
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Desegregation.

Desegregating a school district is not an

easy task even when it is undertaken voluntarily.

When it

occurs as a result of a court order, after months of litigation, it is more difficult.

School boards often feel

that the courts just do not understand the logistics of

implementing a desegregation program.

Nevertheless, they

have no legal choice but to respond affirmatively.
The superintendents in this study were asked to describe
the process by which they implemented a desegregation

program.

They were also encouraged to discuss significant

issues that arose during the process.

Superintendent "A" explained:
We had been out of compliance with the
federal and civil rights division. The
state had been very strong in pressing
us hard for better programs which was to
include an integration program. Once they
accepted the plan, the implementation results have been a series of programs for
the integration of the children in the city
which has worked to some extent. Our
schools are more integrated now than before
but much of the integration has occurred
as a result of an influx of minority students
in other areas of town.

Busing was a major concern of the parents and citizens in
this community.

Superintendent "A" explained that "people

were coming out of the woodwork" to discuss the issue of

busing at community meetings.

"Blacks had as much fear,

maybe greater fear, of sending their children to white

neighborhoods because it was not an accepting community.
Black parents didn't want busing any more than white parents
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did, but they would have accepted it because busing has an

NAACP approach."

Particularly Blacks did not like the idea

that only Black children would be bussed, but the whites

made it very clear that their children were not going to be

bussed either.
Still another dilemma for the superintendent in this

district was the problem of "white flight", coupled with
the loss of Black students to the area parochial schools.

Since his school district has begun providing more integrating programs and activities, the "white flight has somewhat

declined."

However, the greatest opposition to desegrega-

tion came when a rumor spread that all of the white children
(25%)

left in the city could be bussed to Black schools.

He commented:

someone
"For Christ sake, improve the
said:
quality of the schools." So we took
another approach which has not worked
very rapidly but which I think let us
move forward educationally. Since that
time, we have provided better equitable
services to schools children are getting
the same amount of books, a new building
was put up in a minority neighborhood, etc.

At

[the school board] meeting,

—

Busing for integration in this school district was kept to
a minimum by the fears,

the part of parents.

tensions and conflicts created on

However, the superintendent feels that

in
his integration program has kept the school district

compliance with state and federal regulations.
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Superintendent

B" reminded his school board members

that if they went out to various community meetings making

statements against desegregation, they preempted much of
their policy making role.
a

As a result, the school board took

very positive stand on the implementation of the desegre-

gation program which was not court ordered.

He stated:

None of them was willing to come down against
desegregation. Even the mayor had to come
out and make a statement because it was the
political thing to do. However, the main of
the school board members are reasonable and
make decisions on issues although all of them
have their own personal interests.

Busing did not emerge as

a

major conflict in desegregation

because the school system had previously implemented parts
of an integration program which included busing.

Superinten-

dent "B" does not attribute busing to improved academic

achievement as a motive or outcome.

"I

think that it was

never the intent of desegregation to increase reading scores
as a direct function.

I

think that in the city of

"

there is a fairly even distribution of resources and that
is critical in terms of any issue of equal education

opportunity."

Although he thinks desegregation has been

one of the most critical issues in education, he feels that

given the choice between desegregation and appropriate

concentration of resources, he would opt for the latter.
In Superintendent "C's" district,

she explained;

Unfortunately for this district, we live
in such an area that we are surrounded by
districts that are totally minority 100%

—

.

"
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so thoirofor© w© could not irnpl©~
m©nt a plan for d©s©gr©gation
Th© district
w© could int©grat© with would r©guir© busing
our children at a far distance. My feeling
is that it is totally impossible to desegregate when you have surrounding segregated
communities.
It would help if we were
court ordered to desegregate because we
would qualify for additional funds to add
much needed educational programs to our
present curriculum.
.

The present student enrollment in her district is 65% Hispanic,
30% Black and 5% Asian Americans.

Clearly, this is a situa-

tion where the absence of desegregation prevents the school

district from benefiting from additional funding to improve
upon the existing educational programs.

Superintendent "C"

added that "desegregation is more critical here than in
those districts with a program."
The desegregation program in Superintent "D's" district

was court ordered.
The desegregation plan or racial balance
plan was fought on an intellectual level.
It was never fought to the detriment of
children, nor were administrative heads
caused to roll because of their assuming
a position or posture which was contrary
to that of the school board or basic
community concensus. Prior to the court
order the mayor reporting to an overwhelming constituency in the city postured
against it and I was representing students,
the law, the state department of education
Sequentially
and rights and needs of people.
and
courts
through the state board, state
was
plan
through the supreme court, the
drawn up and the mayor supported our position
for what was going to be done for the child]ren and for the welfare and pride of the
Once the decision was made, the
city.
school board, central office officials
supported the implementation.
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Sup©2rintsndsnt

ststBd that clsrgy and politicians

D

spoks in bahalf of the children and the plan worked, achieving desired results.

When asked what groups most strenuously

opposed him initially, he replied:
don't think you could call them groups.
would say the most opposition came from
parents of children who did not want their
youngsters moved from present locations
and that was true for Black as well as
white students. The uprooting of these
local neighborhoods where people were
comfortable, requiring youngsters to go
to school in different neighborhoods, these
were natural fears, apprehensions were
dissipated when the community finally came
to an agreement or concensus and the massive
plan was instituted without any trouble.
I
I

Concerning the correlation of student achievement and desegregation, Superintendent "D" stated that one could not prove

that a youngster achieved more because he or she went to a

given school.

Yet the results did show that the Black and

Hispanic students' scores increased significantly over

a

period of time, where the white youngsters continued to
achieve just as they always did.

Decentralization

.

The controversy over decentralization

centered around increased community involvement in the control of the schools, thereby improving the quality of educa-

tional services to students.
Of the four respondents in this study

,

only one was

involved in the decentralization controversy.

Superintendent

decentralization was
"C" gives a brief appraisal of how
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viewed in her system.

Decentralization is a watered down version
in the eyes of those people who suggested
community control "
groups
"
worked out of district "
were totally opposed to decentralization
as we now see it.
The feeling was that
there really could be no control of their
own destiny if the dollars were being held
some place else, if the community did not
have the right to hire and fire staff, and
determine the instructional mode. When
they determined that decentralization was
not going to be a reorganized structure,
they were very much opposed to it.
Community control really meant every
aspect of control, i.e. teachers, staff,
What has happened now is that there
etc.
is a central negotiation that goes on in
reference to all of the unions involved
and, therefore, we are mandated to follow
certain rules and regulations which are
established in the teachers' contract.
There is no direct right given to the superIt is done in
intendents to hire and fire.
should one
and
contract
the
accordance with
with the
result
will
violate that, problems
union and other personnel.
Obviously, decentralization in this superintendent's school

district is the complete opposite of the community's desire
to have more of a voice in educational policy making

decisions.

With the absence of control over teacher/staff

employment, the superintendent observes that the local

board feels "a certain numbness when they cannot make

a

closed
decision, such as whether a school is going to be
or not."

However, in spite of this limited control, the

and as a
board does take its responsibilities seriously
when doing so
group has tried to execute its duties, even

means taking an unpopular position.
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Sup 0 rint©ndGnt

A" states that his school district is

decentralized to the extent that good principals
3ble to make their own decisions.

are

This administrative

decentralization is obviously different from the school
governance structure that permit increasing participation
of parents and community residents.

However, Superintendent

"A" feels that if decentralization were a reality in his

school system, parents and community citizens "would make
the same kinds of mistakes that we as professionals make,

and maybe worse

.

The final question in this category concerns the benefits school systems derive from public participation in

policy making.

In the opinion of Superintendent "A":

Having public participation in school
policy is merely exchanging one power
group for another and the power group
tends to be looking out for the perpetuation of itself rather than the quality of
education for the children.

Nevertheless, he actively seeks the participation and contributions of parents on his "School Improvement Advisory
Council," thus allowing them to make recommendations directly
to him in regards to educational improvements.

Another

political motivation for seeking their participation is that
he can use them to put pressure on the city council for more

budget items.

"The council, he added, will put in any program

power
that the community wants because the community has the

which translates to voting power."

89

In Superintendent "B's" district, there is no established

policy which authorizes parents to make decisions.

However,

he does feel that the school system could benefit from their

participation in policy making.

Except for the mandated

parent advisory councils, there is

a

need in his city for a

comprehensive parent group to oversee all aspects of the
educational program.
Since Superintendent "C" is working in a school dis-

trict where parents have been her strongest supporters, she
feels that the time invested in parent training programs
has been very beneficial to the local district.

"That

whole class of educating parents and getting them to work

with you is rewarding, because they become your best allies.
They see your faults and help you correct them, in addition
to being supportive when somebody tries to attack you."

Superintendent "D" strongly believes that parent

participation is beneficial to the school system.

He also

feels that since the schools do belong to the people, their

participation should be mandated;
think the problem is getting a balance
where there is a misunderstanding of what
participation and contribution of knowledge
is, as contrasted with control in areas
where there is no knowledge. I'm talking
about the difference between power to
effect changes on a political base as
contrasted with power to input on areas
where people have an expertise to make
a contribution.
I
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In addition, he feels that the present educational bureau-

cracy is insensitive to the fact that people can contribute.
"This is an area in need of tremendous exploration and

great wisdom."
Data Analysis

Although each of the respondents had coursework in
educational administration at some point in his or her
academic career, not one considered the training useful in

facilitating the day-to-day operation of the superintendency
Rather, they all felt that the on-the-job training they

received as teachers and as administrators of various types
better prepared them for their role as superintendent.
Since the major focus of this study is the politicization of the school system, the respondents' comments on

politics are instructive.

Superintendent "A's" and Super-

intendent "D's" comments on the politics of the superinten-

dency clearly indicate that it is necessary for the

superintendent to assume a political role in maintaining
the educational goals of the school system.

Both respondents

are male and administer large urban districts.

Superinten-

politics
dent "B", a Black male, sees difficulty in pursuing

values of the
as a means of maintaining the goals and

educational enterprise.

He further indicates that a choice

to be made.
between politics and principles, would have
recognition
Superintendent "C" is not distinctive in her
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of urban school politics but does talk about the importance

of community relations and the relationship between the

superintendent and school board.
There appears to be more similarities than differences
in the hiring process of the superintendents with one

exception.

Controversy centered upon the school board's

selection of Superintendent "B" mainly because he was Black
and from outside the school system.

The phenomenon of

political influence of the mayor and council members in
this city teaches an important lesson about the topic of

racial politics in urban areas.

It also tells a great deal

about the initial source of conflict and how the application
of sanctions lessened his effectiveness as a superintendent.

It is also appropriate here to mention that Superintendent
"C" was confronted with the issue of sexual politics when

she was initially employed as superintendent in her district.

Even though she was recommended by the school board, she

learned later that some of the male school board members

supported her appointment with reservations.

A major concern

problems
of theirs was whether she would be able to solve
and inexperiand conflicts, because she was female, young,

enced for the position of superintendent.

Neither

and techniques
minority respondents mentioned the strategies

roles as
they employ in order to survive in their

superintendents
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School bosirdS/ whothoir sppointod or cloctsd^ rspro”
sent divergent economic, ethnic, racial and religious

interests in the community

.

It appears that when superinten-

dents are forced to deal with school boards and communities

which are torn with factions and partisanship, the circumstances demand the rejection of the role of the educational

stateman in favor of the role of political strategist.

Superintendent "A" alludes to the fact that he had to take
his school board to court in order to resolve the question
of his authority and power to appoint a deputy superinten-

dent according to school policy.

Whether the appointed

school board's vote on this appointment reflected the mayor's

choice of candidates could not be determined.

What can be

concluded is that the school board can arrest change,
thereby, making the job of the superintendent more complex.

All of the respondents acknowledged their school

system's fiscal dependency, primarily on local and state
funding.

Superintendent "D's" school system, the largest

of the four, receives a larger percentage of federal monies

than the other three.

Superintendents "A" and "B" stressed the enormous

complexity of being an executive officer of the school
operate.
district and trying to maintain budgets with which to

budget
The most bitter debate arose over his school system's

according to Superintendent "A".

Superintendent "A" de-

strategy to
scribes at length how he used his political
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convincG thG statG department of education to provide additional funding for building capital.

Clearly here, these

two school districts are in a constant struggle for

scarce economic, educational and political resources.

The constant "changing of hats," the potential role

conflict and role strain, that inheres in the process of
interacting with diverse groups within and outside the school
system is apparently a complicated task for the urban school

superintendent
The interests groups consisting primarily of parents

were perceived to be issue-oriented by all of the respondents
The issue of desegregation in the cities of Superintendents
"A" and "B" and "D" filled school board meetings to capacity.

The most salient fear of desegregation was related to

busing and the disintegration of neighborhood schools.

Desegregation/ integration was a different challenge for

Superintendent "C", in that her district is 100% minority
surrounded by minority communities, thereby decreasing the
possibility of the implementation of a desegregation program.

None of the respondents were directly involved in the

collective bargaining process.
a

Each school board designated

representative other than the superintendent to represent

the school system in teacher contract negotiations.

Finally, the respondents differed in one respect.

The

involve
reference of Superintendent "C" to greater community
increasing
ment in the decision-making process identified
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public concerns with which school administrators have to
cope.

Her accounts of the decentralization program as

viewed in her district were very informative.

The other

respondents are not involved in decentralized districts,
but all agreed that there should be some established policy
for parent participation in school policy decisions.

Several powerful political forces were recurring themes

which emerged from the study and are clearly significant
elements in the superintendents' descriptions of their

political work environment.

The political influences of

parent groups, mayors, city council members and school
boards appear to be the demanding forces which compound
the complexities of the urban superintendency

CHAPTER

V

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY
The purpose of this study has been to examine urban

superintendents' perceptions and interpretations of the
school politics in which they are engulfed, and to ascertain
the extent to which their actions are determined by their

interpretations of the political realities of the communities
in which they serve.

In addition, a central purpose of this

study has been to obtain answers to the following research

questions
1.

What are the sources of conflict, if any, between
the superintendent and the board in the resolution of certain kinds of issues?

2.

What strategies and tactics characterize their
struggle for power in reaching a decision on
school desegregation or on the decentralization of decision-making concerning school
policy?

3

.

4.

5.

To what extent might top administrators in
the central office facilitate or hamper the
program of the superintendent in negotiating
a contract with a teachers' union, and what
are the mechanisms by which either may be
accomplished?
To what extent, if any, do mayors or other municipal officials participate in the formulation
of school policy, and what are some of the
mechanisms through which this is accomplished?

How do superintendents react to the involvein
ment of the mayor and municipal officials
the shaping of school policy?
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6

Does the form of city government have any impact on the kinds of issues that emerge and
the kinds of relationships between school boards
and city officials in their efforts to resolve
these issues?

.

7.

What are the mechanisms through which state and
federal agencies influence school policy and
how do superintendents respond to the pressures
applied by these agencies?

8

How do urban school superintendents interpret
the power structure in the patterning of
community decision-making?

.

9.

Is there an identifiable economic elite in the
community? If not, what plurality of forces
are conspicuous in interest-group politics?

10.

Which groups work hardest at originating proposals and bringing about decisions on certain
issues; and what are the mechanisms through which
these groups exert influence?

11.

How do minorities and females deal with the
same political struggles as their white male
counterparts as chief executive of urban school
systems?

12.

Is the quality of graduate training sufficient

preparation for the superintendency?
A primary need for this study was based upon the lack
of knowledge concerning the impact that the political work

environment produce upon superintendents in their efforts
administrators
to effectively discharge their duties as chief
of urban school districts.

The results of this study

circumscribed
indicate that the superintendent is greatly
to the school
by a number of forces internal and external
there were
From the forces emerging from the data,
system.
groups in the communities.
no identifiable economically elite
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however, parent groups, described as "issue oriented" by

case study subjects, appeared as a strong political force
on the issues of desegregation and decentralization.

A

common feature of the four superintendents was that neither
of them were directly involved in collective bargaining.

In

each case, a designated central office employee worked along

with a professional negotiator in teacher contract negotiations.

From a closer examination of the data, there was

a

clear indication that the city form of government appeared
as a strong political dimension in school governance deci-

sions.

It seems that politics dominates school governance,

especially when school board members are appointed by the
mayor of the city.

Beyond the local scene, the data re-

vealed that state and federal agencies have a strong degree
of political and economic linkage to urban school systems.

In-depth interviews conducted with each case study
subject in this study revealed that because of the open

acknowledgement of the interrelationship between education
and politics, the superintendent may well be viewed as the

"educational politician," as opposed to the traditional role
of "educational expert."

Furthermore the data indicates

that the political leadership in urban school districts
of
requires maintaining communication with various levels

cultural,
power figures representing different economic,

ethnic and religious interests.
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From the data collected, there wasn't sufficient
evidence to identify the political strategies and tactics

employed by the minority respondents in which to cope with
the enormous political pressures the job entails.

What was

evident was the racial and sexual politics they encountered
as they initially assumed the position of superintendent in

their respective school districts.

A common response among the four respondents in this
study revealed that their formal graduate training did not

prepare them for today's urban super intendency

on-the-job training was more beneficial.

,

and that

Controversy centered

around the quality of training available to educational ad-

ministration is not new.
held as early as the 1940

Conferences aimed at reform were
's

and early 1950

's.

Still, each

of these superintendents identified the superintendency as
a

political position despite their underexposure to some form

of systematic political training for the superintendency

Prior to this investigation, the researcher's conception
socioof the super intendency was that the position was a

managing
economic and political position requiring skills in
and implepersonnel and fiscal resources, policy formulation
and implementation, instruction, curriculum development
and maintain
mentation, and public relations, while fostering

enterprise.
ing the goals of the educational
the researcher
As a result of conducting this study,
increasing political
has observed that because of the
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d 0 ina.nds frorn th© 0 nvir’oniTi 0 nt in which S'up0irint0nd0nts

cir‘0

r0quir0d to carry out their duties, those with a propensity
for turning inward is doomed for failure.

In addition to

the above, it has become clear to the investigator that the

position requires a highly sophisticated repertoire of
political skills, to enhance leadership effectiveness.
these observations, the questions to be raised are:

From

"How

does one become exposed to systematic political training

which will prepare future role aspirants?

How does one

develop political power to effectively and successfully
execute the responsibilities as the educational and political
leader of an urban school system?

Recommendations for Further Research

Current research in the area of urban school politics
tends to focus on the school boards' function in school

governance decision-making

,

thereby leaving unexplored the

political leadership in the administration of urban school
systems.

Conclusions drawn from the findings of this small

scale exploratory study suggests a need for additional

research in order to provide a more comprehensive view and
fundamental understanding of the political role of the

superintendency

Following are suggestions for further study:
1

.

There is a need for replication of this study
exploring topics more systematically and
intensively with a larger number of subjects

100
in a broader scope of locales.
Such a replication might include a larger number of Black
and female superintendents to examine their
perceptions of both the internal and external
political realities of the communities in
which they serve.
2.

It would also seem useful to replicate this
study by expandi ng the interview guide to allow
for subjects to describe their perceptions of
the political and economical linkage between
school systems and city, state and federal

funding agencies.
3.

In replicating this study, a closer examination
of the city form of government and the political involvement of municipal officials in

school governance decision-making could yield
some interesting and significant findings
in reference to the political relationship
between the city school system and local
government
4.

5.

Tapes of the interviews conducted for this
study suggest that as the political demands of
the work environment continues to increase,
superintendents must possess certain skills in
order to meet these demands. A survey could
be designed so that practicing role occupants
can identify primary skills necessary to function successfully and effectively in an urban
school system.
As a final recommendation, educational administration preparation programs could be revised
to provide extensive opportunities for role
aspirants to become exposed to techniques in
managing the governance and political demands
of the social, political and economic environment
In addition, this same
of the super intendency
structure could establish a program including
courses to provide a more realistic theoretical
and conceptional framework from which to assess
the political character of the environment in
which superintendents must operate.
.

and
In addit)ion to acquiring the necessary skills
the superreceiving adequate training and preparation for
useful to incum
intendency, the following lines may also be
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bents and future role occupants.

Thank you Father for choosing me this day
To direct this educational enterprise
And to provide guidance and assistance
To my central staff members by my side
To foster and nurture the goals and values
Of this school district I must
Even when my superiors, subordinates and "friends
Of the schools"
Fail to share my confidence and trust
In ability to execute my duties
As outlined ambitiously in my job description
Still Lord, you give me the courage and faith
To stand firm on my conviction
This educational institution
Is not apolitical as you well know
For there are various interest groups
Who frequent public school board meetings to show
That they too have an interest to protect
In this educational enterprise
The children, curriculum and instruction
As well as their "tax dollars" pride

And when I am called upon by the Federal Government
To desegregate the schools
Please help parents, concerned citizens, and
Political dominants
To be patient and lose not their cool
Please help them to understand that desegregation
Means reducing racial isolation
To provide an equal education for all students
Even if the process involves the reorganization of
Neighborhood schools
To achieve quality integration

And then there's the powerful teachers' union
When dissatisfied with contract negotiations can halt
The entire educational process via "strike"
And call it the superintendent's fault
Still another contending ^orce
Is my school board's fallacy
Administering the affairs of the school district
Instead of making policy, their duty in reality
And then Lord, I know that faults are evenly distributed
No one person has them all
And as I continue to do my tasks
Please help me to recall
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That I am not always perfect,
As there are other perspectives
Parents, teachers, students, school board members.
City councilors and mayors
Who continue to issue directives
Which sometimes I strongly disagree
With their unrealistic demands
In resolving the problems of busing, declining
Enrollments, RIF and budget cuts
When they're completely out of my hands
But Lord, inspite of the challenges,
For keeping me well and strong
For "THIS TOO SHALL PASS"
As my successor assumes the throne

I

still thank you

As superintendent, chief executive, educational politician.
Curriculum expert, leader and administrator
Conflict manager, public relations officer, budget
Director, personnel coordinator.
And the LOCAL EDUCATION AGENCY'S orchestrator

S.

Gabriel

1981
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SURVEY FORM

This survey has been prepared so that you can indicate the
most crucial issues and challenges facing superintendents
in middle-size urban school districts.
Your responses will
assist in a study being conducted as part of a doctoral
research project.

You may be assured that your identity is not a factor in
this study; therefore, you are being asked to complete the
survey without giving your name.
It should take about five
minutes to complete the survey.
Please fill in the necessary information in Part A and Check
the appropriate responses in Part B. Upon completing the
survey, please return it in the enclosed stamped-address
envelope

Thank you for your help.

PART A

Official Title

Type of District

No. of years as Supt

Student Enrollment

Highest Degree Earned

No

Race or Ethnic Origin

State

Male/Femali

City Population

.

of Certified Employees
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Survey, cont'd.

PART B

Below is a list of issues and challenges perceived to be
c^^cial in the administration of Urban School Districts.
Please check
only three (3) issues that you feel are most
important surrounding your position as superintendent of
schools
)

(

Growing federal involvement in education
Local interest groups influencing educational
decisions

Decreasing "power" of the superintendent
Desegregation, Integration, Busing

Increasing involvement of the school board in
the administrative affairs of the school dis
Decentralization; parent involvement in the
formulation of school policy issues

Inadequate financing of schools

Collective bargaining, teacher strikes
Increasing demands placed on superintendents

Involvement of city officials in school policy
issues
Other

I

would like to know the results of the study

Official Title

Address

City/State
ZIP
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BIOGRAPHIC DATA FORM
the items that follow, please indicate your response to
each item by writing or typing in the appropriate space.
I.

Name

Birthplace
City

2

.

3.

Sex

Female

Race/Ethnic Group

State

Male
Black

Other

^White

(Specify)

4.

Age

5.

Number of Children

6.

If school age, does your child (ren) attend any of the
schools in the system of your employment?
Yes

7.

10.

Marital Status

Married

Unmarried

Present Position

8.

Number of years in present position

9.

Position held prior to assuming present position
a.
b.

Number of years in prior position
In the same community as present position?
Yes

No

Type of school district
K-5

K-8

9-12

K-12

No. of employees

Student enrollment
City population
II.

Number of years in present school system

12.

First teaching position

13.

Number of years as a teacher

14.

First administrative position

Grade Level

Title

Subjects

^No
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Biographic Data Form Cont'd.
15.

Number of years in first administrative position

16.

Number of years in other administrative position prior
to assuming present position?
a.

Assistant Principal

b.

Principal_

c.

Supervisor

d.

Director^

e.

Coordinator

f.

Assistant Superintendant
^Year

Major_

17.

Undergraduate Degree

18.

Highest advanced Degree

19.

When did you plan to enter the field of Education?

20.

What influenced you to choose Education?

21

goal?
Did you have the superintendency as a

.

22.

Major

_Year

training for the superinten
Do you feel you had adequate
dency?
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Interview Guide
I

II.

Introduction
a)

Name of interviewer

b)

Purpose of the study

c)

Assurance of anonymity of respondent

d)

Interest and experiences of interviewer

e)

Indication to share results of study with interviewee

General Views on Urban School Politics
a)

How would you define politics in terms of your
position of superintendent of an urban school
district?

b)

In your opinion, has the power of the urban superintendency increased, remained about the same, or
decreased in the last fifteen years? Why?

c)

d)

Ill

Can you identify any groups in this city that have
exerted the greatest amount of influence in school
policy making? If so, can you explain briefly how
this works?
As superintendent of schools, how, if at all have
you been affected by this influence and how have you
responded to this influence?

The School System
a)

b)

c)

d)

Will you describe for me the process by which you
were selected by the school board as superintendent
of schools?
staff
To your knowledge, did the central office
participate in any way in your appointment?

directly with
Do members of your staff communicate
with
school board members or do they communicate
the board through you?
^
Has any disagreement between you and
knowledge?
public
become
policy issues ever
how did you resolve these differences?

If so,
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IV

•

r

V.

VI

.

state and Federal Governments

a)

Can you describe for me the fiscal relationship
between the school system and the city government,
state government and the federal government?

b)

Does the mayor or other city officials participate
to any degree in the selection of the superintendent
and in school policy making?

c)

Have you and the school board been involved in any
legal battles with the federal government or designated agencies over school policies? If so, can you
describe the confrontations?

Interest Groups in the Community
a)

Describe the process through which special interest
groups, e.g. business or professional groups, labor,
religious, civil rights, parents associations, have
exerted influence concerning some of the issues we
have been discussing?

b)

How have you responded to such groups in the heat
of the controversy over certain school issues? Will
you discuss this in some detail?

c)

Would you say that the involvement of interest
groups in school policy has increased, decreased,
or remained the same in your community in recent
years? How do you explain this trend?

Desegregation
a)

Would you describe the process by which you were
instructed to implement your school system's
desegregation program?

b)

What role did the school board play in the implementation of the desegregation program?

c)

From what group (s) did you receive the most opposition regarding the implementation of the program?
What was the source of the opposition and how did
you respond?

120

VII

.

Collective Bargaining
a)

How would you describe the collective bargaining
process in your district?

b)

Is there a professional negotiator representing
the school system? If not, what member of your
central staff is trained to represent the school

system?

VIII.

c)

Has the increase of "teacher power" via collective
bargaining contributed in any way to the advancement
If so,
of quality education in your school system?
explain.
please

d)

In your opinion, do you feel that parents or
community members should be involved in the collective
bargaining process? If so, what role should they
play in bringing about successful negotiations?

Decentralization
a)

b)

c)

d)

What are some of the basic political issues regarding decentralization in your school system?
Would you agree that decentralization facilitates
the development of diverse educational programs
that are more responsive to the needs of the respective school communities?
Have there been occasions during your super intendency
to call upon parents or other community residents to
become involved in school policy decisions? If so,
please explain.
public
In your opinion, do the schools benefit from
making?
policy
participation in school

Confidentiality of the Data
part of this study will
All data gathered and disseminated as
confidentiality.
be treated with full respect for
will at no time be ident
interviewees
;^nd school systems of
will have access to interview
fied, and only the investigator
materials

APPENDIX B

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA FROM SURVEY RESPONDENTS
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APPENDIX C
SAMPLE CORRESPONDENCE
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SAMPLE LETTER CONFIRMING INTERVIEW

Dear Superintendent:
This letter is to thank you so very much for agreeing to
make some time available from your busy schedule to help me
with my study. Enclosed you will find the Biographic Data
Form I mentioned during our telephone conversation and would
be grateful if you will complete it and return it in the
enclosed, stamped-address envelope before we meet.

Please be assured that the data gathered for this study
will be treated with full respect for confidentiality. Your
name and school system will at no time be identified, and
only the researcher will have access to interview materials.
I

a.m./p.m.

look forward to seeing you at
in

on

Day

Date

Yours very sincerely.

Sally A. Gabriel, Candidate
Ed.D Leadership and Administration
University of Massachusetts

City
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SAMPLE LETTER AFTER INTERVIEW

Dear

:

Thank you so very much for an interesting and informative
session.
I want you to know how grateful I am that you
made time to help me among your professional obligations
and in the midst of the hundreds of matters which take
up a superintendent's days and weeks during the school
year.

Your gracious willingness to help me with my doctoral work
is encouraging and heart warming, and again, I thank you
most sincerely for doing so.

With all best wishes for the school year.
Yours very sincerely.

Sally A. Gabriel, Candidate
Ed.D. Leadership and Administration
University of Massachusetts
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SAMPLE LETTER TO SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Dear Research Study Participant:

Within the last two decades, a series of new developments
and dramatic social movements have influenced the schools
in ways that could not have been anticipated much earlier
than the mid-point of this century.
School administrators
have felt the full impact of these new developments, more
Consequently,
so, perhaps than have other school personnel.
these emerging trends and forces have somewhat affected the
superintendent's ability to exercise creative leadership
and to coordinate the efforts of school personnel, parents
and citizens to work cooperatively and harmoniously toward
the attainment of the school district's educational goals.
You have been selected from urban school districts located
in cities (with a population range of 100,000 to 300,000)
as listed in the 1979 roster of the American Association
of School Administrators, to participate in a research
study concerning present issues and challenges confronting
The enclosed survey seeks to
todays' superintendents.
identify those issues which are directly related to the
administration of urban school districts.
Your only responsibility will be to complete and return the
Realizing that
survey, anonymously, as soon as possible.
this is a busy time of year for you, the survey has been
designed so that it will only require five minutes of
your time. The return deadline has been set for October 20.
A stamped-addressed envelope is enclosed for your convenIf you would like to know the results of the study,
ience.
please check the box at the bottom of the survey form and
write in your official title and mailing address.
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SAMPLE LETTER TO SURVEY RESPONDENTS
continued

Your participation in this study and your efforts to
make your answers as honest and thorough as possible, will
be appreciated.
Thank you for your assistance.
,

Sincerely

Sally Gabriel, Candidate
Ed.D. Leadership and Administration
University of Massachusetts

Dr. Norma Jean Anderson, Associate Dean

for Student and Alumni Affairs; Chairperson
for Dissertation Committee
School of Education Room 125A
University of Massachusetts
Amherst, Massachusetts
01003

—

Enclosure

APPENDIX D
SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
CASE STUDY SUBJECTS
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SUPERINTENDENTS

"A"

"B"

"C"

"D"

Sex

Male

Male

Female

Male

Age

49

43

46

57

Ethnic/Racial
Identity

White

Black

Puerto Rican

White

Marital Status

Married

Unmarried

Married

Married

Highest Degree
Completed

Ed.D.

Ph.D.

M.Ed.

Ed.D.

Major

Ed. Adm.

Urban Plan. Ed. Adm.

Number of years/
Teacher

4

6

12

5

Number of years/
Adminis

3

2

6

6

Number of years/
Supt

12h

5%

Ih

26

Years in Present
Position

eh

Ih

22

Type of District

K-12

K-12

K-9

K-12

Type of
Community

Urban

Urban

Urban

Urban

Geographic
Region

East

East

East

East

Civilian Pop.

220,000

185,000

90,000

160,000

No. of Schools

49

31

16

29

Student Enroll.

32,500

22,000

14,000

24,000

No. of Employees

3,210

3,000

1,000

1,800

Ed. Adm.

